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Abstract
Allen, Dallas Joseph. MFA. The University of Memphis. May, 2015. Quiet
Spaces. Major Professor: Tim Johnston.
With the advent of instant connection, as granted through modern technology,
society has become intrinsically connected. The intensity of this connection runs counter
to the individualistic ideal of small town America. In most regards small towns live
comfortably enough on the fringes of larger interest, but when a tragedy occurs that
captures the fascination of the greater culture, the intersection breeds great conflict. After
the Newtown shooting citizens hung signs on their doors warning reporters to leave them
alone. Similar stories were reported after Stuebenville. This novel explores the tensions
that come when ideas of individualism clash with the socially connected media culture
through the lens of a tragedy in small town Arkansas, off the banks of the Greer’s Ferry
Lake.
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Chapter 1

From the top of Sugarloaf Mountain, the water looked like glass. The ripples were
indistinct, and the rays from the sun bounced off in cascading arcs. Just beyond the lake,
which loomed forward like a darkening cloud, the small town of Bethesda Arkansas sat at
water’s edge. The mountain stood in the water, a jutting island not far from the edge of
the shore. This is where the officers found him, in the early morning hours of August
14th. He was near the peak of the mountain, out where the rocks jutted out past the tree
line. This is where the brave boys would come to lean out as close to the edge as they
could to feel the brush of wind—to feel the shaking mortality. It’s where the local
churches would bring their youth groups on day trips. They would make the trek up the
well-used paths and sit in the clearing up top and marvel at the complexity of God’s
creation.
It’s where the quiet came to pray.
On its best days the mountain is a refuge, a natural sanctity from the pressure of
small town life. It is accessible by boat or by a small bridge that leads across the water. It
was the last place he could think to check. The mountain was a little remote, but outside
of the lake itself it was the most obvious location for wayward teens. Outside of
Bethesda, there wasn’t much in the area to be interested in. There had been only one
other car in the lot, this one on the other side near the park equipment. It matched the
description he had of Michael’s car, a red Ford Focus. Moore walked by the car on his
way to the bridge. He glanced at the plates and made the ID. He stood and grabbed at the
radio on his shoulder. Moore made his way across the cement path.
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The climb itself would take him no more than about forty minutes. He’d done it
before. Everyone had. Near the midpoint of the hike he stopped to catch his breath. No
birds chirped near him, no life rumbled below. At this point Michael had been missing
for just twelve hours, only of interest to the local news stations.
Near the top of the hike he found a backpack. It had spilled open onto the dirt,
books covered in morning dew. The pages were damp, and when he lifted them they
sagged from the weight. Other officers would arrive soon. This was the only option they
had left; the officers had stripped the town bare of any other possible location. He tossed
the bag back on the ground and made his way up the final steps.
The boy lay underneath a tree near the edge of the peak. If the wind blew any
stronger up here it might be enough to carry him over. From there he would roll down the
gradual slope and into the lake. No one could survive that, but as Moore approached the
boy, he realized survival wasn’t important anymore. His arms were as blue as the ice that
sometimes gathered near the top on chilly mornings. Terrance leaned down and checked
his neck to be sure. He walked to the tip of the jutting rock.
Down below the parking lot rumbled with activity. The slashing blue of police
lights broke through whatever quiet remained. Terrance grabbed at his radio and told
them to come to the summit. It would be at least forty minutes before they made their
way up to the top, and so Terrance spent the time walking the clearing, gauging its size
and composition. It stretched about twelve feet in width. Long enough for about twenty
people to stand comfortably. He measured the space between the bag and the body, and
examined the marks on the ground that led to the base of the tree where they’d left the
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boy. He didn’t have a tape measure, or any way of keeping exact details, but he knew the
general distance.
In truth, Terrance did anything he could to not think about the body, or the lone
world he found himself in here on the top of the mountain. Down below him Bethesda
glittered like costume jewelry, pleasant and bland, but indistinct. In time, he heard the
grunts of his fellow officers, and soon the presence of humanity.

The officers wrapped caution tape around the base trail. It would be impossible to
completely block off the whole mountain—the paths that round their way up were too
numerous and wide—but they would do as much as they could. At the summit, they took
photos with high quality cameras. The pop of their flashes scattered around the empty
space around them. It rattled their nerves. Some of the officers spoke quietly, as if the
boy was just asleep. No sleep looked so peaceful, no sleep looked so cold. In the first few
hours of the review of the crime scene, the officers focused on immediate evidence—
What was around them, what would tell them what happened?
Terrance found himself pushed toward the edge of the scene. The officers buzzing
around him had little need for him once they arrived. Instead they focused on the quiet
form in front of them.
When they were finished with the scene, they decided to move the body down the
mountain. There would be no chopper, and no ambulance would be able to make its way
up the steep climb. The officers covered the body with a tarp and four officers grabbed a
limb and lifted him from the dirt. They made their way down the path. Terrance stood in
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the back and held the boy’s legs. From under the tarp he felt the cold skin, and it didn’t
respond to his touch. It was rigid and moved slowly, as if it were jelly.
Halfway down the mountain they rested. The five officers laid the body on the
ground with the tarp over him and they leaned against the path wall and looked out on the
lake, which pushed up against the base of the mountain. Officer Joel Reese twisted the
belt around his waist and glanced down at the body that lay beside them.
“I’ve never seen a dead kid before,” he said. Terrance turned away from his view
of the parking lot. In their time on the force, both of them had grown close. The two of
them, they’d seen plenty of violence, this was more. He had tried as much as he could to
avoid looking at the tarp.
“That sort of thing doesn’t happen here much,” Terrance said. Reese nodded and
they turned away from the open air and regarded the tarp. It shocked Terrance, how alien
it looked. He could see the shape of a body underneath, and the way the fabric of the tarp
formed itself around his limbs. How broken and disregarded it appeared, no more special
than a mound of clothes dropped off on the side of the highway.
“I don’t have kids, but if I did I would hug them when I got home,” said Reese.
Terrance agreed, and they bent down and picked the body up from the dirt. Once he’d
been lifted high enough Terrance swept away what dirt he could from the boy’s pants. He
spent the rest of his time with his eyes closed, trusting Joel to see him the rest of the way
down carefully.
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Down in the lot Terrance and Reese dropped the body off at a waiting ambulance. At this
point they’d been on the scene for close to six hours. One of the paramedics shook his
head when they laid the body down on the stretcher.
“It’s a damn shame.”
“You seen something like this before? A dead kid?” Joel asked.
The paramedic nodded. “I’d rather not think about it.”
Terrance walked back to his squad car. It felt buried underneath all the attention.
When he arrived here this morning the lot had been so still, like the surface of the lake it
bordered. Now it frothed like some great river, angry and vengeful. The pop of camera
lights brought his attention to the other side of the lot where detectives photographed the
abandoned car.
Terrance leaned against the warm metal of the squad car. From the highway came
the buzz of news trucks as they rumbled up the fork in the road that lead out here. He
watched as the reporters hopped out of their vans and grabbed equipment from the
backseat. He never much cared for the race that came with news. Even though much of
his job relied on the pressures of a moment, he couldn’t imagine living from story to
story—always dreading the downtime that came in between. On the days there wasn’t
much to chase down there were always routes to patrol. He still had an active part in the
care of his town. It made sense to him. From his position he could see everything.
Journalists descended on Bethesda like a fire.
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Chapter 2

Porter Coulson was in his third month as head preacher at Bethesda Southern
Baptist when they found the boy up on Sugarloaf Mountain. His first response was to pull
out a bottle of scotch hidden behind some folders in the right shelf of his desk. He then
pulled a glass out of the left side and made himself a drink. On the first day the news
broke he worked through a third of the bottle. That was a week ago, and now the bottle
was almost empty. It was increasingly difficult to hide the stench that radiated from the
wood on his desk, from where the spilled scotch had soaked into the wood. From the
window in his office he could see the peak of the mountain. Sugarloaf wasn’t very big,
and if the window weren’t positioned just so he wouldn’t be able to see it at all. He
thought about asking for another office, one with a window that faced toward the town,
but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to ask. Instead he drank.
There was knock at the door, Porter choked on the drink. He coughed, and stashed
the bottle back in the desk. From his chest pocket he pulled a pack of mints and tossed a
handful in his mouth. They clattered against his teeth and it sounded like shaking bones.
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The past week had turned him morbid. When the news broke, he’d driven to see the
family at the hospital. They’d been members of the church longer than he had, and in his
short time here he’d thought they were nice enough people. Casey, the boy’s father,
wasn’t very talkative but he always shook Porter’s hand when they came through the
doors on Sunday. It was enough for him. Porter knew he wouldn’t grow close with
everyone here, he couldn’t. Most of the men in his congregation were silent, content to let
the silence dominate any conversation. When he pulled up to the hospital he’d had to
push his way through the news vans and through nurses who thought he must have been a
reporter.
Terri and Casey had been given a separate room from the waiting room. The
crowd gathered on the other side of the door was too large to deal with, and so they sat in
the silence of some doctor’s private office with the door locked tight. He told the
administrator at the desk who he was, and after some convincing he was allowed to see
them. Casey looked less than human. The color had drained from his skin not as if he was
sick, but as if he’d never lived in the first place. Porter shook his hand and Casey turned
back to the window. When he opened his mouth to speak, Terri shook her head.
“Don’t.”
Porter nodded. They stared out the window to the masses that had gathered on the
parking lot. Casey pulled the blinds shut and turned away.
“Goddamn it,” Casey said.
Terri shot a look in Porter’s direction, but he shook his head. It didn’t really
bother him anyway. The death of a child requires understanding. He’d learned a little,
back in seminary, about how to deal with situations like this, but the training had mostly
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come with ideas on scripture that might help. He learned verses that might offer comfort
in times of need.
In that moment he couldn’t think of anything that might apply here. What could
he say that would bring any comfort to them? Instead, he just sat in the same room with
them.
That was over a week ago, and now there was someone at the door again. After
the hospital he’d gone back to the church and dealt with all the phone calls. In the time
between rings—not that there had been much—he’d tried to remember what
conversations he’d had with Michael, and to his shame he couldn’t think of any. Not a
single one.
Porter stood. He walked to the door and opened it, and Terri walked in. He
gestured to the chair and she sat down. Her hair stood flat on her head, like it had lost all
dimension. Her eyes pointed toward the floor.
“I want to thank you for coming by, and for being so understanding,” she said.
Porter shook his head. “It was nothing. The least I could do.”
Terri picked at the material on her purse. The air in the room felt tight. Outside of
the few pleasant conversations they’d had on Sundays, Porter had never spent much time
with Terri. This was the first time she’d ever been in his office.
“You have a nice view.” She pointed to the window. Porter moved so that she
could get a better look. Her face turned sour. She must have seen the mountain on the
edge of sight, right before the paneled walls of the office obscured the peak.
“At least it was a nice view,” Porter said.
Terri shook her head. “It still is.”
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Porter nodded and they sat for some time. On the desk in front of him were
sermon notes. This morning when he’d first arrived he’d opened the Bible to try and find
something that would give what happened to Michael some perspective, but he couldn’t
find anything. He sat in front of the book for almost an hour, hoping to find an answer in
the thin pages. The night before, Porter had called his father, a pastor up in Michigan, and
told him about the situation. His father told him that people will die; when you lead a
congregation it happens. It feels like a personal blow every time, but you must find solace
in the Word, he said.
It didn’t seem there was much solace to be found anywhere.
Terri pointed to the sermon notes. Porter slid them across the desk to her. For a
minute there was just the clock and the flipping pages to comfort them.
“It’s lovely.”
“It’s all I’ve got.”
Terri patted his arm. Her touch shocked him; it rippled through the skin. Porter
slid the notes back and looked at the scribbled handwriting. He normally typed them out,
but he hadn’t wanted to deal with the computer today. He didn’t want the temptation of
the Internet to steal his attention, to remind him of what they had lost. Already the news
stories were all over the Internet.
“There are reporters in front of my house.”
Porter looked up. “How many?”
“Just a few. They aren’t too bad. Most of them keep their distance.”
“I’m sorry.”
Terri shook her head and smiled at him. “There’s no need. It’s what they do.”
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Porter turned the chair around to face the window. On the trees in front of the
office a few squirrels sprinted around in the late summer heat. Soon they would gather
what they could and make their way to some safe haven to save themselves from the long
freeze of winter. Outside of television, Porter had never actually seen a reporter until he
watched the news vans drive past his house on the way downtown. The journalists all
passed the road to the church, and from the home the congregation provided him, he and
his wife watched as they whipped by.
“I can’t remember ever talking to your son.” Porter folded his hands in front of
him and turned his gaze toward his desk. He didn’t want to look at Terri. “I remember
greeting you all every Sunday, but all I would do is nod at Michael. He seemed like a
good kid, but I didn’t know how to approach him. I didn’t know the best way to introduce
myself. I kept hoping he would speak up, and that would give us a moment to talk, but he
never would. I’m sorry I never made that step.”
Terri stood from her seat. Porter could see that her hands shook as she gripped the
top of the chair. It amazed Porter that she could even stand. Her whole world had
ruptured, and she still found strength.
“It’s all right, Porter. No one really talked to him. That’s the problem.”

Near the back of the parking lot, there was a path that lead down to the water. It was
small, and Porter didn’t notice it for weeks. Ivy clung around the trees that lined the
walkway, enough to make it nearly invisible. After Porter walked Terri to her car, he
headed around the back of the church to the path. Above him the sun glared like an angry
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father, and Porter wiped away sweat and stepped through the barrier into the cool shade
of the leaves. He leaned against the base of a large oak.
The trail that led to the water headed down a sloping decline. It would take careful
footwork to avoid slipping, but whatever whiskey he’d had in his blood had faded after
that conversation with Terri. From his vantage at the oak tree, the church building stood ,
thick and ancient looking. It was one of the oldest structures in town, built by some of the
first settlers in the region. The history impressed him. Not because it was old, but because
so much of the original structure still remained. It felt symbolic of his whole faith—or at
least he hoped it did.
When he closed his eyes the scent of summer surrounded him. He stood from his
spot and made his way toward the water. The trees blocked his view of the mountain for
now, but he knew that would change soon enough. Once he rounded the trees that grew
on the top edge of the slope, the peak would push forward to fill the empty space.
The thick summer heat turned Porter’s thoughts to his visits with his father up
north. The family hailed from the south originally, but his father took the call to head a
church in Detroit while Porter was still in seminary school. His parents left for the city
while Porter stayed behind, but he and Ana visited often. The winters were like nothing
Porter had experienced before. He enjoyed the rush of the wind on his cheeks, the way
they were rubbed raw by the brutal cold. The rest of the family had a hard time adjusting,
but Porter felt right at home. Whenever he and his wife returned home, after staying for a
few weeks, Porter found he couldn’t stand the muggy heat that defined his life down
here. It clung to his skin like a coat of paint, and he couldn’t shake it.
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Now, with all that’s happened, Porter wanted nothing more than to be up north, to
break away from the south. He made the final stuttering steps to the edge of the water.
From here he could see the parking lot at the edge of the bridge. It was filled with news
vans, and the reporters gathered around the edge of the bridge as if the world would
crumble underneath them if they tried to go anywhere else. They pointed their
microphones at the jutting rocks as if they expected the mountain to give a statement. He
wasn’t sure what to think of them. Their lives seemed shiftless, without structure. He
wondered how they sustained themselves.
“Who are you with?” a woman said, and he turned to see a young woman,
probably in her mid twenties with dark brown hair pulled in a tight knot, step out of the
brush that covered the path. Sweat coated her face, and she seemed winded, but she stood
firm.
“No one. I’m not part of all that.”
“Then why be down here? Right now?”
Porter shrugged. “This is where it all happened.”
Porter pointed back to the church. He told her that most people don’t know much
about the trail that led down here. He told her about his first week as a preacher, when he
found the trail while exploring the length of the grounds. She pulled her phone from her
pocket and held it up to him.
“Do you mind?”
It took him a moment to make the connection. He glanced back at the group in the
parking lot, and then took a seat on the soft ground. The branches underneath him had
grown soggy from the constant press of the water. He didn’t mind the slight dampness; it
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would take some time before he really felt it. The woman in front of him looked
expectant but sat down with him. Her arms were thin, but with a faint definition to them.
“What do I have to offer? You don’t even know who I am.”
She nodded at the church. They couldn’t see it through the trees, but he knew it
was just beyond the edge of the branches. In the fall, when the thick green leaves faded
and died, Porter was sure he’d be able to see the bricks. The woman played around on her
phone for a moment. She seemed unfazed by the water, or the reporters pointing their
cameras at the mountain.
“I know Michael went to church. This one, I think.”
“How?”
“Everyone around here does. I grew up in Arkansas. I know how this all works.
Every Friday and Saturday night you drink, and on Sundays you wake up and go to
Sunday school. You try your hardest not to acknowledge the drinking you did with the
person next to you the night before. He was a kid in a small town. Of course he went to
church.”
“I’d like to think not every church is like that.”
“Yours is not?” She asked. She angled the phone closer to him. Porter didn’t think
she needed to work so hard to capture the sound; there wasn’t much around them to cause
noise, and the soupy heat of southern weather dampened any activity.
“I’m sure it is.”
“Did Michael go to your church? I know his parents don’t live far from here.”
Porter said nothing. Instead he shifted his weight to prevent the tingling in his legs
from becoming uncomfortable.
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“Is this a formal interview? I don’t even know your name.”
The woman held her free hand out, and he took it, and was surprised by the
strength of her grip. It wasn’t that her hands were rough or mannish. It was simply that he
could tell she knew what she wanted.
“Shelley Greer. I work in Memphis.”
“One of the news stations?”
“A website. It’s not stationed anywhere around here.”
Porter nodded. “I’ve been to Memphis before. Just once. I stayed downtown for a
conference at the Peabody. It was nice. The food was good.”
Shelley smiled. “Don’t change the subject. I asked you a question.”
She asked him again and he told her the truth. It felt strange to let it out, in front
of this woman. How did he know what she would do with the information? Would the
story even matter? He told her about his relationship with the parents, and about his lack
of one with Michael.
“If I’d just spoken to him once, who knows what might have happened?”
“Nothing would have changed.”
“Of course not. Nothing could have changed this.”
She nodded. They spent a little while longer together before the sun dropped low
enough to bring them to a stop. Porter stood and offered his hand to her. Shelley smiled
and grabbed his arm to pull herself up. They both brushed at their pants and walked up
the trail. Shelley carried herself well, even though she wasn’t familiar with the path in
front of her. On the way up she told Porter about her hikes. Once a year her friends
gathered together to find a new hiking trail and would spend weeks traveling as far as
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they could. Porter could count the times he spent out of state on his hands. She interested
him, this strange woman. When they made it to the parking lot Shelley walked to the car
and Porter felt something in him slip away—and the feeling of betrayal filled what
remained.

Chapter 3
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Terri had spent most of the morning staring at the window to the backyard. Her
mother, Lorraine, sat on the sofa with a cup of coffee in her hand. It was her third that
morning, and she wouldn’t stop talking. The jittery buzz of her conversation grated at
Terri’s ears. Finally her mother set down the cup on the table. The clink of it on the
polished wood drew Terri away from the sunlight.
“I’m sorry,” her mother said, and turned toward her, the sunlight deepening the
wrinkles of her face.
“Why?”
“All morning I’ve been trying to get you to talk to me.”
Terri shook her head and told her it was fine. She stood and walked to the front
door. Outside on the sidewalk a white van sat in the early morning. It had been there
since she’d woken up; she noticed the brake lights while brewing her morning coffee.
“There’s a reporter out front. I’m guessing they’re waiting to see if I come out.”
“I noticed them already. I wish they would leave,” her mother said. Terri sighed
and walked to the back door. Last summer, on the edge of the property line, Terri had
planted a garden. It started small, just a few tomato crops and some cucumbers. She
meant for it to help ease the grocery bill around the house. It felt like a practical thing to
do with her time. They weren’t poor, but her mother had raised her with an instinct to
conserve—it’s an instinct she spent much of her twenties trying to overcome, with no
luck. Regardless of the way she wanted to be, when she bought anything from the store
that wasn’t essential, guilt ran through her like an injection.
Michael helped her the first few days, tilling the soil. She chose a spot just under
the shade of an old oak tree that sat at the fence. She figured the branches would give the
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crops enough shade to prevent them from burning in the glare of the sun, but the leaves
were thin enough for light to come through. Just a little over a year ago, Terri and her son
had woken up early and grabbed their freshly bought lawn tools. They’d marched out to
the designated spot, and much of the rest of the morning was spent with their backs bent
over the hoes that they barely had any idea how to use. Casey had gone to work
already—the dealership out in Heber Springs, about a twenty-minute drive around the
lake from Bethesda— and on his way out the door he smiled and shook his head. It was
out on the upturned earth, with their hands covered in the grimy topsoil, that Michael told
his mother he was gay. She’d seen enough shows about it that she thought she knew how
such a moment would go. He would cry and tell her that there was something different
about him. She would try to coax it out of him, and the truth would come in a wave of
gasping emotions. Afterwards they would console each other in the wake of this new and
different world.
None of that happened. It was a quiet affair.
“I’m gay,” Michael said, and the spade—with the white price sticker still
attached—fell out of her hands and into the dirt. He gave no reasons or explanation.
There were no apologies or tears. It seemed as if the information simply slipped out of
him without previous thought, and that was it.
“Don’t tell your father. Not yet.”
If this is the reaction he expected, he gave no outward indication. He nodded and
bent down to pick up the spade. His hands were filthy, and the dirt covered the end of the
plastic handle. She took it anyway, and they went back to work. Whatever turmoil boiled
in her chest was calmed by the careful presence of her son. When Casey returned home
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later, as the sun had just begun to slip away from the world above them, they told him
nothing.
Now Terri stepped out into the yard. The green leaves of the crops fluttered in the
wind. She sat down next to the tomato plants, and brushed away the loose soil from the
green bulbs.

The detective didn’t move for the duration of the call. Terri watched him from the other
side of the makeshift desk. They weren’t in an interrogation room, and again Terri found
that what she had learned from the movies might not actually help her that much. No one
had treated her unfairly. The detective called her earlier that morning while she cried in
the garden, and told her he had some questions for her and her husband. When she went
back inside after the call she couldn’t get Casey to move from the bed and so she told the
officer she would come by herself, and if they needed to they could talk to Casey when
he felt ready.
The room they sat in looked more like a broom closet than a proper office. The
walls were narrow, and the ceiling pressed down. If she stood, Terri would be able to
touch the tiles with her fingertips without needing to stretch. The detective finally hung
up the phone and pulled out a yellow notepad.
“Like I told you earlier, I have questions.”
Terri nodded, and adjusted her hands in her lap.
“In an investigation like this, it’s important that we understand as much of the last
few days as possible.”
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“I’ll tell you what I know,” she said, and waved his hands for him to continue.
The man adjusted his tie and flipped ahead on the notepad. The pages that were visible
were covered in a tight, neat script.
“When was the last time you saw your son?”
“Friday morning. I didn’t see him for long because I had to get to the shop as soon
as I could. There was going to be a new shipment in, and I wanted to be there to keep an
eye on the delivery. I just said bye to him as I walked out the front door. He waved back.
He didn’t say anything, and I just figured his mouth was full of food. He didn’t miss
breakfast much.” Terri smiled, remembering the time he’d tried to eat an entire box of
frozen waffles; he made it through three before he decided he’d try again some other
time.
“Did he seem fine?”
“As far as I could tell. If I had any idea how the day would end, I would have
done a lot more than just wave at him.”
“I know ma’am. I’m sorry.”
The questions continued on like this for a while longer. The notebook had endless
pages, all filled with questions that brought the core of her pain up to the skin. She could
feel the shiver of goose bumps working its way through the fabric of her shirt. In all of
their discussion, the detective never spoke about how he died. The questions all focused
on what Michael might have done that day. Near the end of their conversation, when
Terri tried to speak, there came the sound of footsteps, excited and numerous. The
detective walked to the door. Carefully, he cracked it enough to look out into the hallway.
He shook his head and turned back inside.
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“I hate them.”
Terri smiled.
“What’s so funny?” Said the detective.
“My husband said the same thing when he saw them.” She pointed to the door.
“News?”
He nodded.
“They won’t stay long, I don’t think. The truth is that the news moves too fast for
police work. They don’t have the time for the middle-game—the grunt work. They come
down in their vans when things get good, but they leave when we don’t immediately have
an answer. You don’t get the mid-line update. No one writes a story that explains how the
case is in the exact same place it was the last time they checked. No, it’s the beginning
and the end for people. That’s all they want.”
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Chapter 4

Terrance spent the last few days on the mountain with the crime scene
investigators. He didn’t have to be here. He wasn’t a detective; Bethesda was too small to
have one. Local police solved local cases. In a town this small the answers were usually
easy to find. Someone got drunk and acted out. No one needed a degree out here. If the
case hadn’t garnered so much attention, he might have held onto it a little longer. But the
moment the news trucks came in, he knew the killer wouldn’t be his to find.
He hung near the edge of the rock, and down below him the water lapped at the
base of the mountain.
“You fond of heights, officer?” said one of the investigators.
“Not the biggest, but I’m doing all right,” Terrance said. The investigator laughed
and Terrance turned back to the scene. From what he could see, there wasn’t much left to
look for. At his feet was the upturned earth, and small patches of brown where the spilled
blood mixed with the soil.
Although the scene had been picked clean, the officers couldn’t do much for the
blood stain on the boulder near the path. All of the information they’d discovered
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suggested this was where it must have happened. The first blow would have put him to
the ground, and the second caused the brain trauma that would eventually kill him. The
other injuries sustained had no purpose that they could determine.
“I’m not bothered by them,” Terrance felt the need to tell the investigator again.
“I came up here as a kid a lot.”
“It’s a pretty view.”
“Yeah. People don’t think about it much,” Terrance said. The investigator turned
toward him.
“Do you think about it?”
Terrance shrugged, and the investigator laughed.
Terrance asked if they’d found anything, and the investigator shook his head.
The first time Terrance made the climb up Sugarloaf he’d been fourteen, and like
every child in Bethesda, it had been because of a youth group. They started early that
morning, climbing most of the afternoon. A hiker on his own—focused and prepared—
could make the climb in just a few hours; the weathered dust underfoot was firm enough,
and flat enough, that the group didn’t have to work hard. The only difficult point for the
youth group came about two thirds the way up the mountain, where a sharp turn around a
jutting rock face forced the kids to turn to their side, with the open air stretched out in
front of them. When they grabbed each others hands, their voices sang out in prayer.
The moment they’d reached the peak, Terrance had walked over to the rock he
stood on now and looked out over the water. From behind him the preacher called the
group together to pray, but Terrance focused instead on the way the sunlight reflected off
the surface, and the way the fish would sometimes move close enough to the top that the
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water would ripple from their fins. The preacher talked about the Spirit of God, and how
it imbued everything—from the fish to the rocks to the very sand they stepped on. For a
brief moment, Terrance allowed himself to believe that. Looking out over the town,
where cars milled about on busy streets, he let himself feel the presence of something
greater. A rush of adrenaline carried him as close to the edge of the rock as he could dare
to go, and from there God hovered through him. When the group made their way back
down, most of the kids looked unchanged, but Terrance kept stealing glances back at the
top. Church had never offered him anything like that.
After he failed out of college and made his way back to Bethesda to join the force,
he made the climb again, this time by himself and much older. The climb didn’t take
much work; he found that the sharp turn that had scared him so much as a child was
hardly dangerous. When he made it to the turn he looked out below him where the world
turned into water. What didn’t change was the view at the top. Sugarloaf was
distinguished primarily by a large, flat rock that jutted out from the summit, overlooking
the trees that grew on the edge. The word rock felt hardly appropriate enough. It felt more
like someone had torn a piece of the earth away from the ground beneath them and hung
it on the side.
Now the spot—a sacred one for Terrance—had become tainted by blood. He
turned around and saw the investigators packing their gear. They told him they were
done, and that all they were really here to do was to clean up the rest of the scene.
“This is a public space, so after today we’ve got to make sure people can use it
again,” the investigator told him, and pointed out to the swollen clouds that approached
Bethesda. “Besides, I don’t want to be up here for this.”
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Terrance nodded, and helped the men with their gear, and they carefully made
their way down the paths toward the base of the mountain.

Once on the road, Terrance headed back to town. From the mountain it was just a couple
miles to town limits. This stretch of land was covered in a mixture of oak and pine trees
that ran right up to the edge of the blacktop. The rain started slow, splattering against the
windshield as he drove. Above town, the storm clouds rolled across the slick gray sky. In
minutes he would be underneath it, and the rain would fall in sheets thick enough to blind
him. He flicked the windshield wipers on and continued.
Just outside of town, a car sat stalled on the shoulder. He flipped the lights and
pulled behind. It was an older vehicle, an Oldsmobile sedan, made in the boxy model of
the late-eighties, early nineties. Terrance stepped out and the rain fell quicker, tapping
against the fabric of his hat. Even through the rain he could still feel the thick summer
heat. He wiped the sweat off his face and knocked on the window. The woman inside
turned the hand crank and slid down the glass enough to speak.
“I don’t know what’s wrong with it, but I know I can’t keep it on the shoulder,”
she said.
Terrance shielded his face from the rain and gestured at the storm clouds. ”It’s not
a great time to be out here. Is there somewhere I can take you?”
“My aunt lives in town.”
He nodded and opened the door, and she stepped out and rolled the window back
up. The drops fell heavier, and Terrance pointed to the squad car. The two of them ran
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through the rain. The first crack of thunder rang out. The girl flinched and tried to open
the passenger door.
Terrance shook his head. “You can’t sit there.”
“Why not?”
He nodded at the computer on the seat, and opened the backdoor. The woman sat
down on the hard plastic bench. He shut the door and ran back around to the driver’s side.
Once inside the squad car again, he removed his hat and tossed it onto the empty seat
next to him.
“Why are these seats so hard?” she asked.
Terrance laughed. “We don’t really care about the comfort of criminals.”
She laughed and Terrance pulled back onto the road. The rain came down loud
enough that he could hardly hear her speak.
“Will my car be towed?”
“Not just yet. I’ll call it in.”
“I called my aunt to come pick me up, but I could never get an answer.”
Another crack of thunder echoed around them, accompanied by the first bolt of
lightning. It snapped across the sky like a camera flash. They stopped behind a row of
cars at the first red light in town. Terrance twisted around to face the back seat and
gestured to the floorboard.
“There’s a towel down there if you need one.”
She shook her head and rubbed her arms. Her hair shot dramatically away from
her scalp in wild curls, and she pushed it out of her eyes. “I wasn’t in the rain long.”
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He nodded and turned back to traffic. On one side of the intersection people took
cover under the tin awning of a gas station. The sound of rain was amplified the large
sheet. The woman told him that her name was Virginia, and that she’d driven down from
school out in Oklahoma to come visit her aunt. They passed by a news truck on it’s way
out of town.
“There’s a lot going on right now around here.”
“I know.”
He turned to look at her. “I guess I’m not surprised.”
“My aunt knew him. She’s a teacher at the school. Had him in two English
classes, or something like that. I don’t know exactly, but she’s pretty shook up about it,”
she said.
“What do you think about it?” he asked.
“What is there to think about? It sucks.”
He agreed and the two fell quiet. The rain pressed down harder, and the squad car
made it’s way slowly down the crowded street that ran through the middle of town.
Terrance saw a few more squad cars headed in the direction they had just come from.
“Do you know much about cars?” she asked.
Terrance shook his head. “I should.”
Virginia told him to turn off the main road at the next light. They pulled into a
quiet strip of houses where excess rain pooled off into the storm drain. Terrance stopped
the car a few houses away from the stoplight. He could still hear the traffic move through
the intersection. No car sat in the driveway, and the lights were off in the windows.
“Did you want to try calling her again?” he said.
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“I texted her just a few minutes ago. She said she’s on her way.”
He nodded and told her he could wait. A dog sat under the porch of the house
right next to Virginia’s aunts. Its pointed black ears were pushed down, and it stared at
the squad car.
Virginia groaned. “Why don’t they bring the dog inside? It’s pouring outside.”
“It’s dry,” he said. He waved at the dog. “Look, he’s all right.”
“I don’t like to leave my dog outside very long.”
Terrance shrugged. “They are animals that lived outside for a very long time.”
“Not anymore they don’t.”
A car drove past them and pulled into the driveway. The headlights flicked off,
and a gray-headed woman in a thin white blouse stepped out of the car. She shut the door
behind her and walked over to the squad car, ignoring the rain that still fell around her.
Terrance stepped out with the umbrella he kept stashed on the passenger side floorboard.
Virginia’s aunt shooed him away when he tried to hold it above her.
“I’m fine, officer. A little rain, that’s all,” she said. Virginia got out of the car and
hugged her. The small woman squeezed back and then ushered them toward the porch.
“It’s just rain, but I’d rather be inside if we could.”
Once inside the house, Terrance placed his umbrella by the door. The living room
walls were covered in photos of family, and a small television played quietly on top of a
small, cheap looking entertainment center. The carpeting was thick and tan. He took a
seat on the sofa, and Virginia’s aunt thanked him for bringing her niece home.
“It was no problem,” he said. “I was headed this way anyway.”
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On the television, the horns that signaled the start of the local news blared, and
everyone turned to the screen. The only story worth discussing was Michael, and they
watched without speaking. Outside of the anchor and the rain, the only noise was the
rasping cough of the old woman who sat in a large armchair across from him. A
bookshelf swollen with old volumes sat just behind her near the entrance to the hallway.
“It’s a shame,” the old woman said.
Terrance looked at her as the news went to commercial. “It’s a sad story, that’s
for sure.”
“Did Virginia tell you I taught him?”
Terrance nodded. “She mentioned it.”
“He was a good kid. I had him twice, once in middle school and once as a
freshman. I moved up to high school just as he did. Good reader, and a sweet boy.” She
took a drink from the bottle of water that sat on a small table beside the armchair. “He
never bothered anyone that I knew of. It took some evil people to do what they did.”
The news came back on, and Sugarloaf appeared on screen.

Chapter 5

Porter pulled the keys from his front pocket it and immediately dropped them into
the storm gutter near the curb. He sighed and reached down for them. The last of the rain
landed on the ground as the clouds moved east. In the days since Michael died, Porter
found that he couldn’t keep track of anything, and he often caught himself looking in the
direction of the water, as if there would be an answer there. He grabbed the keys from the
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water that pooled in the drain and wiped them on his pant legs. It was Friday, two days
until his next sermon, and he had nothing to say. That was a first for him.
Who could find any hope in the death of the young? There was no peace there.
Michael had been dead for a week now, and the town was a nervous ball of energy and
cameras. Tomorrow the viewing and funeral would take place at the funeral home on the
north side. The only cemetery in town sat there. He’d asked Terri and Casey if they
wanted to have the service at the church and then head to the gravesite after. They told
him they didn’t want to hold it in the church. Terri said that Michael never really felt at
home there.
He had tried to call them again last night, but just kept getting the voicemail on
Terri’s phone. Her cheery voice felt alien, distorted to him. Besides, the inbox was full.
He could never get through. Like everyone else, he followed the case on the news. He
and Anna spent the nights in front of the television hoping for something new. A break or
a suspect. They wanted someone tangible, some perpetrator they could all collectively
look for.
Crimes are full of silence; he’d figured this out quickly enough. While his wife
slept in the other room Porter poured through web pages of old murders, unsolved and
left to rot on the farthest stretches of the Internet. He followed trail after trail until their
browser search history became so crowded that he had to clear it all out. Still, the
fascination hadn’t ended. On his office computer he watched reruns of Cold Case Files
and took drinks from his hidden bottle.
Now, keys in hand again, he opened the door of the church. Normally, there was
some activity. It could be the band rehearsing, or the Youth directors planning their
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weekly lessons. Instead, Porter walked into silence. He liked the quiet. He found it was
easy to get lost in the pattern of leadership. He spent the days organizing church events,
or helping with small groups. On the rare day the sanctuary stood silent, he embraced it
as a reminder of God.
Porter sat in the last pew, closest to the door. From here the podium seemed
minuscule. In all his time as pastor, he’d never been challenged. He never had reason to
test his faith. It had all felt so automatic. Michael’s death wasn’t his fault. The world
claimed who it wanted, and it wasn’t in his power to change that. The Bible told him God
had the final say, and it was foolish of man to question this. That is what he knew from
his studies. That is what his father taught him.
Behind him, the door cracked, and he turned around just as Anna stepped inside
the church.
As painful as it was for him to admit, he’d all but forgotten about his family in the
past few days. The blow had struck him so deeply that he couldn’t even turn to those
chosen to help him understand. Instead he spent his time locked in the small office.
“You’re always here,” his wife said, coming to stand beside him.
“Dedication,” Porter said.
She smiled and sat down next to him. “Sometimes I think you love this place
more than you love me.”
Porter laughed and put his hand around her shoulder. The warmth of her body felt
steady, and he remembered what drew him to her in the beginning.
“Never. This is just a building.”
“I think it’s more than that.”
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“What we do here is more than that, but this is still just a building,” he said.
“I’ll never understand why you like the quiet so much. It creeps me out,” Anna
said. She laughed and faced him.
“It’s comforting.”
“How?”
“God is here.” He waved his hand in front of them. “Everywhere, and I feel it
most here. I need that right now.”
“You should feel it here.” She pointed to her chest. “Don’t get scared, Porter.”

They drove to the funeral home just as the sunlight faded. The sun was on the northern
edge, on a rise above the water. The mountain couldn’t be seen from here; it sat just far
enough on the eastern side of town to be invisible beyond the trees. There was a fountain
near the building, lights underneath the water illuminating the streams as they splintered
off one another in choreographed arcs.
Porter stepped out of the car and walked toward the gate. Anna followed behind
him, leaving the car running. Porter placed his hands on the cold iron of the gate and tried
to peer in far enough to see the freshly disturbed earth, but he couldn’t see farther than
the first few headstones. Anna stopped beside him. He pointed out toward the lot in the
direction of the gravesite.
“It’s nice enough,” Anna said.
“I guess.” Porter pulled away from the gate. “It’s as nice as anywhere to be
buried.”
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“I wouldn’t mind it.” Anna pushed her hand through the gap in the gate bars. “It’s
peaceful here.”
“The whole town is peaceful.”
“It was,” she said.
Porter walked back to the car; in the backseat was one of his many Bibles. It was
the one his father had given him when he went to seminary school—the same one his
father had taken on his first day. When he opened it, the thin pages crinkled with age and
use. Many passages were highlighted and annotated with observations and the beginning
of sermons Porter would later hear while he traveled with his family across the south. He
grabbed it from the backseat. Finally, the words had come.

Chapter 6
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Gone. Ripped away from breathing as fast as a lamp stops shining when it falls.
The reality of this hadn’t dawned on her until the moment when the casket opened. The
family had gathered inside a dimly lit, faintly moldy room near the cemetery where they
would bury him. Outside, reporters grouped near the gate, and made their report to the
wider world. But inside the home, there was only the close company of those who knew
him. From somewhere, music played soft and low, inoffensive and bland.
The skin of his face looked like a shadow. She couldn’t quite make out the details
she’d so loved. She couldn’t find the way he arched his head when he smiled. She
couldn’t find the way he tapped his fingers on the tabletop when he was bored. In that
moment, Terri discovered just how much life depends on movement, on breathing. He
seemed less than human, more like some remnant from a forgotten culture. Like a faded
hieroglyph found on the wall of an ancient pyramid.
She dropped into a seat in the front row. The body was perfumed, but she still
worried about the smell of formaldehyde making its way out to the crowd—and it was
then, with such thoughts, that she realized she’d never been to a funeral before. Her
parents were both still alive, and here with her now.
Casey sat beside her and found her hand. “They did a good job.”
“On what?”
He nodded toward the casket, but Terri shook her head. She pulled her fingers
free and grabbed at the hem of skirt.
“No they didn’t. No one could fix that.”
Casey was silent. He turned to look at the rest of the people in attendance.
“Everyone is here.”
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“Not everyone,” she said. Casey placed his hand on her arm again. For the first
time she could remember, she didn’t want his hands on her. It wasn’t for any rational
reason. His hands were too soft, not rugged enough to avenge the death of her boy. He
wasn’t like the others around here who spent the weekends in the woods with rifles
pointed at the wildlife, or out on the water. He had the hands of a businessman, and for
once that gave her no comfort. While the rest of the mourners found their seats, she
watched the walls of the casket hoping for some movement—some indication that life
might still be hidden somewhere in him.
The family lined up in the aisle. They made their way up to the casket slowly, and
took their time in front of Michael. Terri watched them from her seat, not bothering to
move close enough to see his face without standing. After each aunt, uncle and cousin
made their way past the casket, they walked over to the grieving parents. She shook their
hands lightly, without feeling or sentiment. She couldn’t feel their touch. Casey handled
the rest, offering thanks and the quiet voice of mourning. When everyone took his or her
seats again the service began.
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Chapter 7

Outside, the reporters hung around the gate. The iron bars kept them out, but
Terrance and a small group of officers stood just inside, near the fountain. From here, he
felt cool flecks of water on his neck. He’d volunteered for this duty, even came up with
the idea in the first place. He knew he had no right to go to the service, and that being the
officer who found him granted no special invitation. The family had been clear that this
would be a private affair, and considering the reporters who spoke into their
microphones, Terrance couldn’t blame them.
The reporters amazed him, if mostly because they’ hung around the edge of the
tragedy for the entire week. He couldn’t recall having a single interaction with them. He
knew that as the case grew colder they would hunger for more information; they would
try to find some way to justify their presence here. He and his fellow officers stood as
near to the gate as they could and still avoid the cameras.
Behind them, the door to the funeral home opened, and the first of the mourners
made their way out. From the fountain he could only make out the figures, none of which
he recognized. Even though he’d served in Bethesda his entire career, he had little
connection to most of the residents of the town. He watched the mass make its way
toward the grave plot.
He’d gone there this morning and met the pastor of the church Michael had
attended. In the pastor’s hand was an old bible, the cover faded nearly to the point of
dissolving, and they stood at the edge of the hole. The dirt sat neatly piled around them.
Terrance had walked up quietly, annoyed to find the pastor standing there. He’d hoped
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for a quiet moment, where he could make his farewells known only to the future resting
place of the poor child he’d found up on the mountain. When he stepped close enough to
be heard, the pastor turned and smiled.
“I’ll be just a moment,” he said.
Terrance held his hand in front of him. “It’s fine. Take your time. Did you know
him?”
“No, not really,” the pastor said. Terrance wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but
he came to stand by the man anyway. They were close to the same age. Terrance might
have been a little older, but the first indications of stress were visible on the sides of the
pastor’s face. Light streaks of gray shot his hair at the temples. He looked pleasant
enough to Terrance, the kind of man you’d feel comfortable around. He seemed desperate
for comfort himself, the way he kept looking at the hole in the ground.
“At least you can’t see it from here,” the pastor said.
“See what?”
“The mountain—where he died.”
“I know where he died,” Terrance said, and the pastor looked up at him, and in
the sway of those eyes Terrance let out every detail. He told the pastor about the climb up
the mountain in the early hours of the morning; how it was the last place he thought to
look. After the parents had called worried, he’d spent much of the night looking through
every conceivable spot in town. He’d started at the Wal-Mart, convinced that this was
just a boy who didn’t want to go home yet. There was never violence here, not the kind
that changed lives. He told the pastor how the sun peaked over the top of the rocks just as
he crested the summit. Some cruel prank, that the light would join the world just as he
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found someone who left it. He told the pastor about calling the rest of the officers out on
patrol, how it felt to wait there in the early morning as their squad cars tore through
Bethesda with their lights strobing. He could see them from his viewpoint, the quick
flickering of blue that made its way through the edge of the trees. He told the pastor how
he looked out on the water, just to avoid looking behind him. All of it spilled out of him,
and it was as if he’d shed years from his skin.
When he was finished, the pastor put a hand on his shoulder.
“I’m sorry.”

They filed out like sullen ghosts, as if barely alive themselves. From the gates came a
sudden energy, and the reporters angled their cameras through the bars to get as much of
a shot as they could. Terrance signaled for the officers around him to turn away, to
remove themselves from the scene, and together the group slunk out the viewpoint of the
lenses.
After the mourners gathered at the plot, the body came. Terrance couldn’t make
out the pallbearers, but he could imagine the father there. They hadn’t met, that morning.
He’d been on the scene of course, answering questions. From the far side of the parking
lot Terrance could see Casey Hudson, the man’s eyes on the ambulance that carried the
body of his son. As far as Terrance knew, the mother didn’t come to the scene. She didn’t
get the news until they’d begin the trip to the hospital. He was glad for that. Death is
expected at a hospital; people die in those sterilized rooms all the time. Not out on the
mountain, where pastors like the one he met this morning took their children on prayer
walks.
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The body made its final journey to the grave, and the men carefully set the casket
down. Someone began to speak, but Terrance couldn’t hear across the distance. For a
while, even the reporters grew quiet. It didn’t take long, just over twenty minutes, before
the crowd began to disperse. Terrance moved from his post, headed toward the
gathering. A few figures remained as the coffin began its mechanical descent into the dirt.
It was just three of them left, the poor boy’s parents and the pastor. They stood
right at the grave’s edge, on the sheet of green tarp that lay over the upturned earth. The
other mourners milled around the graveyard. Some nodded their head at the officer. The
pastor gave him a nod of recognition, and Terrance returned it. No one spoke as the
coffin lowered. It was a smooth descent, and once it bumped into place the sextons
waited—no shovels in sight. Casey Hudson approached Terrance.
“You were the one who found him,” he said, and Terrance nodded. “I remember
the other officers talking to you at the scene.”
“I’m so sorry,” Terrance said. Casey said nothing, but moved away to join his
family.
“Thank you.” Terri Hudson said. “Regardless of how my husband seems, he is
thankful too.”
Terrance didn’t speak. He reached down and grabbed a handful of dirt. Mrs.
Hudson looked at him. He reached over and let some of the fresh earth sift from his hands
into her waiting palms. She nodded and they tossed the dirt into the shadow of the hole.
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Chapter 8

Out on the western edge of Bethesda there stood a collection of mostly nice,
cookie cutter town homes. The type of homes you would find in any suburb; nice enough
to warrant attention, but bland enough to dissuade the dishonest kind. It was the sort of
neighborhood Shelley despised, and exactly the kind she’d grown up in back in
Memphis. Her parents had once lived in Midtown, right near the heart of the city, but fled
when the city became more diverse. They’d tried to say it was about property value, but
she remembered the moment when the doors started to lock at night. Growing up there,
she’d forced herself downtown, working close to the news stations and avoiding the
trappings of normal, white life in a big southern city. Her trips back to the suburbs were
few, preferring instead to meet her parents at some buzzy Midtown joint.
Why then did she find herself in Bethesda still, working her way through the
suburbs that stood near the school?
Because she figured it had to be someone from the school. That was what the
police had thought from the start, of course, but she’d entertained other ideas. Tourists
came here throughout the summer in large packs, and she didn’t think it impossible that
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Michael might have simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. That this wasn’t a
hate crime any more than the average rape was; but that didn’t seem to fit the narrative
the stations had been developing. It didn’t fit the narrative she herself had designed.
At first, she thought the reporters from the large networks had abandoned the
story, like every other case that had run dry. It was the curse of the modern news cycle:
the media was at the mercy of a distracted American population, and it didn’t take long
before they would turn to some other new tragedy. Working for a website didn’t have
much in the way of pay, but it gave her room to follow a story to its completion. She
hoped there would be a completion. There had been too much interest in the story for it
all to just fizzle out.
If only she knew what she was doing. It took her a few weeks before she realized
how many reporters she saw on the streets every day, hoping for some miracle break in
the story. She was no different than the other reporters who had the time and the money
to stay here.
It wasn’t that she was a detective. She didn’t have much of a desire to break the
case, and of course the actual investigation was far from her control. What attracted her
to journalism were the words—the power of the reveal. She wanted to be the one to share
with the rest of society: Look! We found the asshole who did this!
The police were no help. After the first few public statements, they’d slipped back
into their daily routine, content to let the higher ups handle the actual investigation, and
just offering help when needed. The case had become big enough to warrant federal
funding, and the state had brought in investigators who were used to more than the usual
homicide. The state gave the city a few weeks to deal with it on their own, but Bethesda
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was so small, they gave up. Some of the other reporters hadn’t quite figured this out yet,
and when she drove by the station in the morning, there would be someone there with a
microphone and a closed door.
The school sat at the end of a cul-de-sac, far enough from downtown that if
downtown had any bustle, no one would hear the traffic. She’d parked her car at a local
park down the road, and, dressed in a tight pink shirt and compression shorts; power
walked her way back and forth on the sidewalk in front of the school. This was the third
day she’d done this. Her plans, such as it was, was to get a feel for the atmosphere. It
could make a good story, like something she would find on Salon. A think piece about
the way a town dealt with tragedy. After fifteen minutes of power walking back and forth
a security guard drove up in a Ford Ranger, plastic orange light affixed to its roof.
“Ma’am, can I help you with anything?”
Shelley stopped and rested against the chain-link fence in front of the school. The
fence ran along the length of sidewalk in front of the building, and the security guard’s
truck was positioned right behind it in the school parking lot. The bad part about
pretending to just be a citizen power walker was that you had to actually workout. She
wasn’t nearly in the shape she thought she was. In college she’d been obsessed with
staying in shape; she couldn’t remember any particular reason behind it, other than she
liked the burn that came after a long workout, the sense of purpose that lingered. After a
moment, she smiled at the guard and nodded. The man tapped his fingers on the security
decal on the door while the orange light on top of the truck flashed.
“Isn’t there a better place for doing that?”

42

“I live close by.” She pointed in the direction of a house a little way down the
block. There was a mid-quality sedan in the driveway. It seemed plausible enough. “This
is where I always walk.”
He nodded. He seemed to buy it.
“Everyone is just on edge, you know, since.”
Shelley agreed and stood a little straighter.
“How long have you worked here?” she asked.
He scratched at his chin before he answered; there wasn’t much of a beard there,
just the shadowy suggestion of facial hair. “A couple years. It’s been nice. You work at a
school in this day and age; you expect the worst all the time. Shootings and shit, right?
Before last week we never had a single problem here. I can’t even recall telling the
students to calm down, aside from the usual teenage stuff. Now, now it’s unstable.”
“What do you mean?”
“No one will breathe a word about the boy. You even mention his name, and the
whole place gets quiet. He has a common name, right?”
“Michael,” she said, quicker than she intended. He looked at her, and she added:
“I follow the news.”
“Sad.”
“No one’s talking?”
“Would you? Everyone is scared.”
“Not you?” Shelley stretched her bare legs against the fence. The burn in her
thighs felt too real for this pretend strategy.
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“You work here long enough, you get to know the kids. Michael was nice, but he
didn’t go out of his way to make friends. He was pretty outspoken about what he was,
which I thought was pretty damn brave. Whatever people think of the kid, he wasn’t
popular.”
She stretched her leg before him. “You think one of the students did it?”
The security guard shook his head.

Shelley jogged her way back to her car at the end of the little park. A woman walked out
of the house she’d pointed out to the guard. She waved at the woman, and the woman
nodded her head, but gave no more greeting than that. Shelley hoped the guard hadn’t
noticed; hoped his mind was too focused on her legs. Back at the school, the truck hadn’t
moved. The orange light continued its rotation.
In the car she grabbed the pad of paper she’d tossed on the passenger seat, and
scribbled down as much of the conversation as she could remember, then took a swallow
of the lukewarm coffee in the cup holder. Her new fitness routine should demand more
water, but she couldn’t quite commit to the lie to that degree. She had to keep some
dignity. The park was small, the sort of half-hearted attempt at incorporating nature that
you found in any suburb. It occupied roughly the space of a city block, and near the
middle sat a small playground. The paint had peeled off the metal bars from the sun, but
the park. A few squirrels chattered in the trees, and she watched them for some time
while the sensation returned to her legs. The school hadn’t given her much, just a feeling.
It sounded like the beginnings of a true crime novel, like the ones she’d read during the
semester breaks when she needed something mindless to distract her from the pressures
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of school. This was the middle part of the story, as her mentors reminded her; it’s often
the middle that brings reporters down. Anyone can talk about tragedy—it’s as easy as
breathing. Back in school she hadn’t had much opportunity to do investigative work like
this and what she did now for the website was rarely more than covering city events, with
just the occasional crime. What she learned quickly was that crime usually wasn’t all that
difficult to understand: the perpetrator was always close by, usually nervous and unsure
of the strength of his story.
But there was no such ending here, not yet. Shelley started the car and headed in
the direction of the one other place she knew in town. For the past few nights she’d been
rushing home and powering up her Macbook to jot down as much of the day’s events that
she thought would warrant further examination. No matter how small the detail, she tried
to remember it as clearly as she could. It mattered, this need for clarity.
Today, however, she made her way to the church. The one that Michael and his
family had attended. It had only been a couple weeks since the funeral, and in that time
she’d tried to give as much space as she could to Porter. Many of her—admittedly
lonely—nights were spent thinking about the moment they shared down on the water. In
any other context, it would have been scandalous: a young married preacher alone with a
woman on the shore, on a private path few would find. She herself found the trail only
because she’d spent so much of the day scouring the area around the scene. When she
arrived at the parking lot, she’d found it so clogged by activity that she knew she would
have to find a better way to view the action. Even so, at that time Michael, had been dead
for over a day, and the crowd near the lot made it impossible to navigate.
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Now, on this Thursday afternoon, the parking lot was empty, and she parked and
sat looking at the empty spots. It had been years since she’d gone to church, but she could
recall the lull that came after the Wednesday services.
The pastor’s car was in the parking lot, a red sedan, modest and indistinct. She
knew it was his because she’d followed him here one morning after her power walk in
front of the school. That was one of the earlier trips, before she’d found anything. This
morning felt more promising.
Shelley walked to the open front door and stepped inside the sanctuary.
Porter stood in the front of the room staring at the podium. She stood at the back,
content to give him the time to gather himself before she made her presence known; the
front door had been open, so she didn’t think he’d be surprised at the appearance of
someone. She coughed, and he turned to her on the balls of his feet. Whatever smile had
been prepared fell away.
“I thought you were my wife,” he said flatly. He mounted up the steps and placed
the Bible on the podium. “She usually finds me here.”
“I’m sorry to disappoint.”
“Most women do, in comparison.” With that, a smile. It was a small one, but she
felt comforted by it all the same. The pastor walked down the steps and sat in the pew in
front of her. “Can I help you, Shelley?”
“You remember my name?”
“Of course I do. Just like you remember mine.”
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She nodded, and then held her notebook up. He agreed with a wave, and she
pulled a pen from her pocket. They both took a seat in one of the pews near the front of
the room. Once she was ready, he stopped—his eyes on the pen.
“This isn’t a formal interview.”
“I wasn’t looking for one,” Shelley said, and Porter nodded and stood up from the
pew. She could see that he wasn’t comfortable, even though this was his church. “If I was
just looking for an interview I would have asked when I saw you last.”
“How did you know about that little path, anyway? It’s so overgrown. I spend so
much time here, that’s the only reason I found it.”
Shelley smiled and touched her nose with her pen. “I have a way of tracking down
leads.”
Porter’s laugh fell muted onto the thick carpet. He craned his head toward the
open door. Shelley turned to follow his eyes. A few cars streaked by the lot, but none
entered. The pen moved in her hand, and the sensation of the ink coursed through her
hand. She liked the way it felt to write her notes by hand, to feel the permanent change of
the page.
“I’m uncomfortable with all this.” He waved his hand at her and the notebook. “I
just spent the past few weeks trying to drag my church out of it.”
She apologized, and lowered the notepad, but Porter continued.
“Do you understand how difficult it is to lead a group of people who are being
analyzed by everyone they know, and everyone they don’t?” He ran a hand through his
hair, and from the movement she noticed the bright, white sheen of scalp. “I’ve spent
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every night wishing I’d talked to him while he’d been alive. Isn’t that sad? I just wish he
wouldn’t have felt so abandoned at the end.”

Chapter 9
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It was two weeks after her son died before Terri had her first laugh. It didn’t take
much, a photo of a cat in a princess costume on Facebook, but the laugh itself surprised
her. In the silence that followed, she felt the air around her constrict. It happened in her
office at the store, on her first day back, and the laugh echoed through the empty clothing
store. Her sole employee, a young community college dropout named Juliette, walked by
the open door with her eyebrows arched. Terri shook her head and waved her back to the
front. With a short smile, the girl did just that.
No one had come in today, and for that she was grateful. The business never
exceeded expectations, but it always made enough to remain viable. Downtown Bethesda
was all at once beautiful and completely unnecessary, since much of the actual business
took place in the small commercial district uptown, where the locations promised
stronger business, but also steeper rental rates. She couldn’t dictate the success of a small
clothing store, but she could predict that the rate of her monthly rent wouldn’t increase
much. Besides, those uptown buildings were too modern, and lacked the character of the
worn brick of her building. There was an old-fashioned look to the buildings downtown,
like the town homes she’d seen on a trip to the French Quarter when she was younger.
New Orleans had engaged her, with its sturdy and tightly compacted buildings that sang
with age. She’d loved the cobbled streets, and even the Victorian expanse of the Garden
District. Bethesda didn’t have all that, but somehow she always thought of that other city
when she parked her car in the space in front of her building.
Now Terri stood and walked to the front of the shop. From the window she could
see the doors of the Hippie shop across the street. It was hard not to focus on the shop,
with its tie-dye doors and the faint beat of Reggae music. The store had been there as
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long as she’d been in Bethesda, and long before the shops around hers opened. The
shop’s success amazed her. People didn’t buy much when they came; instead were more
content to pick up a few stone trinkets than invest in any of the clothing for sale. The
building was an odd assortment of heavy, earthy tones and bright clashing colors.
“They play the same music every day. There are no words and I hate it,” Juliette
said. When Terri turned, the girl took a sip of her coffee and joined her at the window. “I
also don’t understand why they open so early. When I opened up at nine, it looked like
they’d been open for hours.”
“You don’t think they live there, do you?”
Juliette shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised.”
Terri tapped her fingertips against the cool glass of the window. Its surface had
yet to be hit by the sunlight, as it was for one brief moment in the afternoons when the
sun landed in just the right spot to create a violent glare that blinded the whole shop.
“Well,” she said. “If we’re not getting any business, at least they aren’t.”
“This is a bit disappointing for your first day back, isn’t it?”
Terri shook her head. As much as she thought today would be about reconnecting
with something larger, she couldn’t deny how much the silence felt more natural. She’d
spent her time around plenty of people in the days since Michael’s death, but nothing
about it had been normal. What she thought she wanted this morning was laughter,
moments of petty conversation that weren’t so focused on the unspeakable. But the
moment she sat down in her chair this morning, and listened to the sound of Juliette
moving through the store, she’d known this was as close as she wanted to come to the
real world.
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As they stood watching, the door to the shop across the street cracked open, and a
young man stepped out. He peered across the street with his hands bent like a visor over
his eyes, as if the sun glared down on him, although it was several hours too early for
this. He seemed to make out the name of the shop, then stepped out onto the blacktop.
“Oh, come on, there’s a crosswalk ten feet away,” Juliette said—but Terri had
already turned and was running for the back office, though she knew he must have
already seen her. Juliette stood at the window.
“It’s a reporter, Juliette. Stop him,” she said from the office.
The bell over the door rang out. The tap of his loafers on the polished cement was
clear enough and she heard him stop near the front desk.
“How can I help you?” Juliette said. Terri heard nothing, then more tapping of
shoes, then a rustle of clothing against the metal shelf that housed the register.
“Hi,” the reporter said. “I wanted to get a present for my wife, but I’m not very
good at picking things out on my own. Think you could help?”
Terri leaned against the wall and tried to listen. He didn’t say he was a reporter—
but if he were, he’d keep it hidden.
“Um, I could try,” Juliette said. Terri heard heels on concrete. “I don’t know
anything about your wife.”
Terri walked over to the open door. She leaned her head around the opening and
glanced out into the store. Juliette and the man pushed through dresses laid out on a sales
rack near the back of the store. Juliette glanced at her and smiled. Terri nodded and
stepped back inside the office.
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She grabbed a drink of water from the dispenser. The cool water calmed her, and
she tossed the empty cup in the trashcan. The whole town had made her paranoid. She
could still hear the conversation in the next room, and there was nothing in the man’s
voice to make her think he was a reporter. If she were truly interested in the survival of
her business, she would go into the showroom and help him herself. But she stopped
herself. She might not recognize the man, but she knew he would recognize her. Terri’s
photo from the funeral had become a staple of all the articles about the crime, and she
knew he must have seen it.
“So she likes blue. I’m not sure that’s enough to go on,” Juliette said.
“I’m sorry. I’m trying to think about what she wears, but I’m having a hard time.”
Terri stepped into the store and walked over to the customer. The man smiled at
her, but otherwise showed no recognition. Juliette breathed a sigh, and headed back to her
coffee. Terri held out her hand, and the man shook it.
“Hello, this is my store. How can I help you?”
The man pulled a blue dress from the rack. It was a casual dress, made to feel like
a t-shirt. “I’m trying to find something for my wife. I want to surprise her. She just got
some good news at work.”
Terri gently took the dress from the man and returned it to the rack. “That’s
sweet, but in my experience it’s hard to buy clothes for a woman if you don’t know what
she wants. Here’s my idea.” She turned and walked back to the counter, and the man
followed. She stepped through the half-door and grabbed a certificate from underneath
the register.
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“You should give her this,” he said, and held a small card up for the man to look
at. “Pay whatever you can, and she can bring this back in here and I’ll help her find
whatever she wants.”
“A gift card?” the man said.
Terri grabbed an envelope. “In a way, but this is a personal shopping experience.
When she brings this in, I’ll work with her to find something she really likes.”
The man hesitated, and then reached in his pocket for his wallet.
Terri smiled and rang up the transaction, and through the window she saw people
on the sidewalk stare through the windows.

She spent the rest of the morning on the floor with Juliette, and with each person who
stepped through the door, Terri expected condolences, or to tell her that Michael was in
her prayers. Each time the bell rang; Terri stood in the middle of the store and clenched
her teeth, a forced smile on her face. If they knew her, they gave no indication. Terri
walked with them up and down the aisles, answering any questions they had. One young
couple bought new outfits for the both of them, and walked out of the store with bulging
bags. They promised to stop by again next time they were in Bethesda. Terri waved at
them as they left.
She didn’t think about Michael until lunchtime, during a thirty-minute lull when
no one was in the store. The guilt came immediately, and she walked back into her office
and sat down behind her desk. The customers came back, and from the office she listened
to them ask Juliette questions about the clothes. The bell rang at least six times while she
sat there.
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She knew she should help Juliette—with just one person out to deal with every
customer and dressing room need, the poor girl would surely be overwhelmed—but Terri
couldn’t find the strength to get out of her seat. An hour went by, and another before she
forced herself out of the office, and Juliette greeted her with the briefest of smiles. Terri
nodded her apologizes and walked over to the window. No reporters, just people. They
walked down the sidewalk, enjoying the breeze as it ran down the narrow street. She
opened the door and crossed the street.
Inside the hippie shop, she covered her nose to block the thick scent of incense;
she stopped in the doorway to gather as much fresh air as she could before going all the
way in. All around her were tables of handcrafted trinkets that shone in bright, iridescent
colors. A shelf of rings stood in the middle of the room, and she paused to glance at the
shifting colors. The two owners glanced at her from behind the counter.
Paul and Martha Wyngarden, co-owners of The Bethesda Freedom Shop, were
refugees from the East Coast who, according to Martha, landed up in Bethesda after
getting pulled over outside Philadelphia with nearly a pound of marijuana. Somehow, the
couple barely avoided serious jail time, and decided to find someplace in the country
where they wouldn’t be disturbed. Terri wasn’t sure how they ended up here. Paul and
Martha didn’t much look the part of hippies, either. Paul kept his hair cropped close, like
someone with military experience, while Martha always looked pleasantly, naturally
southern. Martha adapted to life in Arkansas faster than anyone Terri had ever seen.
Terri stopped in front of the desk, and Paul and Martha said hi. Normally, they
treated her like she was some long forgotten friend newly rediscovered. Terri supposed
that even the Wyngarden’s must find some time for the news.
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“Hello,” Terri said. There were no other customers in the shop.
Paul drummed his fingertips on the counter. “Hi, Terri. How are you holding up?”
Terri shrugged and picked up one of the rings off the table. “I hate that question.”
Paul stopped his tapping and glanced at Martha. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault,” she said. She placed the ring on one of the black plastic
fingers pointing up from the display shelf. “Everyone wants to ask that.”
Paul walked around the counter and over to a table in the back where a row of
incense burned. He coughed into his hand, and went to work adjusting the sticks of spice.
The thin trails of smoke rose toward the ceiling.
“Have any reporters come by?” Terri asked.
Martha walked around the counter and stood in front of Terri. From this close,
Terri could see the lines that webbed their way around the contours of her face. Martha
placed a warm hand on Terri’s arm. She squeezed.
“No one. I don’t think they know we exist hun,” she said.
“I thought I saw one earlier, but he turned out to be just someone shopping for his
wife,” Terri said, and Martha laughed.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t laugh,” Martha said. “I know you’re in a terrible place
right now, and I don’t have much to give, but you can always come hang out with us.”
Martha walked over to Paul, and he placed an arm around her shoulder, and Terri
saw such comfort in the gesture, for the both of them. She couldn’t imagine that with
Casey. Even at their best—even before all of this—there had always been a bit of friction
between them. Terri thought it was just the rougher edges of their personalities. She’d
always believed it would fade as their relationship grew, and those rough edges would be
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sanded away. The relationship had become more comfortable, but she couldn’t imagine
Casey ever offering his arm like that.
The space around her body became vacant and cold, and she rubbed her arms.
Martha smiled at her again.
“We always enjoyed having Michael in the shop. He was a sweet kid.”
Terri nodded, her eyes brimming, and turned and walked out of the store. She
took all the fresh air into her lungs that she could, and looked across the street at her
shop, now glimmering in the afternoon sun. The light would shudder its way across the
rest of the sky soon, and when that was finished she would head home.
She took a step out onto the street, and as she did so, she saw a man with a camera
walking straight toward her.
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Chapter 10

Terrance was tired, goddamn tired. It was seven-thirty in the morning and the sun
had just risen above the tops of the trees. There was no sound other than the rustle of his
feet on the ground. The branches clung to his black loafers, scarring the leather, and he
tried not to look down at them. His squad car was parked up on the road, right above
where the shoulder dipped. If this was a horror movie or a crime show, this was when he
would find the body. Of course, he had already done that. Almost a month ago.
Sometimes Terrance wished it was a horror movie. He wouldn’t survive it, the cop never
does, but it would be simpler. Horror movies always wrap up in the neatest fashion.
Whether the killer wins or loses, there was always resolution.
His loafer caught on a tree root and he stumbled into the side of a tree, and he
cursed.
In his time in Bethesda, he’d grown tired of the trees. As a kid, they’d been a
paradise—a distant world separated only by the time it took to walk from his backyard to
the woods that bordered it. He would spend hours out in the shade of large willow oaks
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and hickory trees, wandering the paths and listening to the sound of the water that
bubbled through the small creeks that formed in the soft ground after rainfalls. There
were always sticks to take up like swords, and his hands grew calloused from the rub of
the bark on his skin. As he grew older, the woods became less of a escape, and more of a
prison. He found the press of the branches around him confining.
The mountain was a different challenge: he knew where his foot should go, and it
felt like an accomplishment when he made his way to the top. Who accomplished
anything walking through the woods?
Now he pulled his phone out and checked for service. He had one bar—probably
not enough to contact anyone. He doubted that any of the investigators working the case
would need to get a hold of him. They weren’t keen on involving him in the actual
detective work; instead they wanted him as hired muscle—a uniformed body to
intimidate. The investigators had started with the teachers. For the most part it was just
interviews. Terrance hovered at the perimeter of their conversations, near the doors to the
classrooms. Over the past two weeks he’d seen nervous science teachers and cocky
football coaches unravel any possible case against them. Meanwhile, the pressure grew
from both the press and the state department to find someone to hang charges on. The
process fascinated him. He enjoyed the methodical approach the investigative team took,
the way they ran through a series of questions designed to strike a nerve. At first it
seemed dishonest, but as the weeks dragged on, Terrance understood the rationale.
Out here in the woods, with nothing but his thoughts, he drifted back to his
mother. A few days after the boy’s funeral, she’d collapsed in the kitchen. She managed
to grab her phone off the table by dragging herself across the floor. When the paramedics
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arrived they found her gasping for air next to the table, and water overflowing in the sink.
She’d had a stroke and had to be air lifted to Little Rock. Terrance drove down as fast as
he could, blue lights on the whole way. He made it just as she regained consciousness,
and together with his brothers spent a week in a hotel downtown. She was now at his
brother’s house on the west side of town, east of Riverdale road, not far from the high
school where Michael had gone. He went by when he could. The doctors prescribed her a
strict diet, and most mornings she sat in front of the computer.
He would rather be at his brothers now, with his recovering mother and the family
he didn’t spend much time talking to, than out in these woods. The air seemed coated in
sap, and he wouldn’t be surprised if it coated his lungs. Yesterday on the news there had
been a report on Michael. The anchor explained that although the investigation was
ongoing, detectives felt sure they were close to finding their suspect. Terrance wasn’t
sure if this was true—but he desperately hoped it was.
And meanwhile Bethesda still had its usual area of crime, and, there was still
basic police work to be done. That was why he stood in the middle of a stretch of woods
on the south side of town, far away from the water that gave Bethesda and the
neighboring towns so much of its business. Here, the air was thick without the cool
release of the lake. In the late summer the moisture soaked through his black uniform,
until the fabric stuck to his back. Today, he was on the search for a missing trailer. The
owner reported it stolen, and the officers on the scene found that it had clearly been
moved from its usual location, but Terrance was skeptical. He’d had interactions with the
owner of the trailer before, an odd man by the name of Harold, and a year ago he’d
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responded to weekly calls from Harold claiming that someone was stalking him from the
weeds that grew unchecked around his house.
It appeared the stalker had finally decided to strike.
These woods were dense, but there were a lot of clearings where one could easily
hide a trailer, and there were enough paths that lead from the highway that a truck with
four-wheel drive and enough determination could make its way through the roots and
divots and boulders.
Terrance rounded a few trees and found an old trash pile. At the center of it was
an oak table. The wood was faded, and down the middle of the tabletop ran a large gash.
The cut ran deep, far enough down that in some places he could see the light that shone
all the way through. The legs were broken. Terrance was drawn to the pile. Since parking
the car, it was the first indication of humanity he’d seen all morning. When he left on his
way out here, the light had yet to breach the horizon, and the town looked vacant, and for
one brief moment Terrance wondered if the townspeople had fled in horror.
On top of the table were a few boxes and a hubcap. Terrance stepped forward, and
the hubcap shivered, and its polished steel flickered in the new morning. He reached
down to his belt and grabbed his pistol, and with his thumb unclasped the button keeping
it in place. The hubcap rattled again. Terrance raised his gun, and steadies his hands.
A snake slipped out of the gap between the table and hubcap.
Terrance just stopped his trigger finger. He would have had to file a report. Why
did you fire your gun, officer? Because I got scared of a garden snake.
Terrance put the gun away and watched the snake slither toward the trees. The
head of the snake flickered back and it seemed to put its black eyes on Terrance’s own.
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The ground was barely disturbed by the snake’s passing, and if there weren’t a small
cloud of dust trailing after it, he would hardly be able to believe he’d seen it at all.
He sat down against a tree. His heart was racing. He’d been jumpy for weeks,
now. When the case hit the first month mark, a reporter threw himself in front of
Terrance as he walked downtown—Terrance hadn’t even been in uniform—the man
small and twitchy, and Terrance had reached for his gun before he realized he didn’t have
it, and the man pulled a microphone out and begged for a comment. That moment was
nothing compared to the time when he ran into Terri at a gas station. He saw her first, and
when she saw him it was as if a star had gone out in her, he thought. He’d been gathering
a few snacks, enough to keep his energy up for a few hours longer as he made his way
through the last half of his shift. She’d looked ragged. He noticed the bones in her wrist
were visible. The only sign of greeting she gave him was a twitch of her hand.
Terrance placed his gun back in his holster, and stepped closer to the trash pile.
He wondered how it started. The closest house was at least a mile from here. The only
road that led to this part of the woods was an old dirt trail too narrow for more than one
car to pass. He bent down and grabbed the hubcap. Nothing else slithered out when he
lifted it up, and so he threw it behind him. Underneath the table were a few pieces of
wood and faded bottles of whiskey. He tapped his knuckle on the wood. Solid.
He stood and walked in the direction the snake had gone. He couldn’t see it in the
grass and leaves, but he could hear it slither away. As a child he would have chased it,
found where it retreated. He picked up one of the rocks from the ground and threw it as
far as he could into the trees. It thudded against an oak trunk.
He grabbed the radio on his shoulder. “Come in dispatch.”
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Static hissed through the other end. “Yes, Terrance?”
It was Sarah, the least professional operator he’d ever worked with, but a lovely
woman.
“I haven’t found the trailer, and I don’t have a damn clue where it might have
gone,” he said.
Sarah laughed on the other end. “Got it. Don’t waste your time out there. Tell him
we’ll keep an eye out for it.”
Terrance agreed and headed back toward the squad car. He’d left it sitting on the
small shoulder of the dirt path. If another car drove by the driver would be stuck until he
decided to move.
He drove up to the main highway and turned left, even heading away from town.
Harold lived on the edge of the county line, off a dirt path of his own. Terrance kept the
squad car steady as it bounced through the dips and divots that cratered the driveway. He
pulled the car to a stop behind an old truck parked by a small metal shed. Harold had the
hood of the truck open, his head inside. Terrance stepped out of the car and walked over,
and Harold pulled his head free.
“Officer Moore,” he said, and held his hands over his head in celebration. “Got
my trailer?”
Terrance shook his head. “I don’t. I looked all over.”
Harold dropped his hands. “I doubt that.”
“If someone stole it, Harold, I doubt they’d leave it somewhere close by,”
Terrance swatted away a mosquito, one resistant enough to the colder weather to still be
around in September. “Usually people try to leave with stolen goods.”
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“Bah, the wheels on that thing are so busted they probably wouldn’t be able to get
out of town, much less any farther,” Harold said.
“Then why call us?”
Harold arched his head at Terrance. “That’s what you do when your shit gets
stolen, right?”
Terrance laughed. “That’s right.”
“So, what do I do now?” Harold turned back to his tools. He grabbed a socket
wrench from the old metal box on the edge of the truck. He shook it around in his hands
like a baton. “That’s my property. Do I file a claim?”
Terrance pulled his keys from his pocket. “You already did, Harold. That’s what
the police report was.”
Harold, socket wrench in hand, took a step forward. “What if you don’t find it?”

Terrance shrugged and opened the door to the car. “Then I’m sorry. We’ll keep an
eye out for it, I promise.”
He started the engine and, ignoring Harold’s frustrated sputtering, drove in the
direction of town.

Inside Michaelangelo’s was the thick, buttery scent of pasta sauce. Joel had already
grabbed a booth near the windows, and he waved Terrance over. Outside the window,
Joel’s squad car sat in the shade of the only tree in the parking lot. It was the same car
he’d had for years. At one point, they’d been promised newer model cars—Chargers like
the police used in the city—but funding had dried up before they could buy any. In a
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bigger department they’d probably be partners, but there weren’t enough officers on the
force to justify doubling up, and the truth was Terrance didn’t mind the silence, and town
was small enough that if he needed support, it would take only a few minutes to make its
way across town.
“How’s your mom?” Joel asked.
Terrance shrugged. “Fine. Well enough, I guess.”
“Fine is good, right?”
“It’s better than dead.”
Joel nodded and took another drink. He emptied the glass and shook it at the
waitress walking by. She sighed and headed back toward the drink machine.
“You have to shake your glass like that?”
“I’m thirsty.”
“There aren’t many of us in uniform out here. I wouldn’t burn bridges.”
Joel held his hands up as if surrendering. The empty cup sat on the edge of the
table. “Sorry, officer. What’s with you?”
“I damn near got attacked by a snake this morning.”
Joel laughed and reached for his drink. When he noticed the empty cup he
scowled and put it back on the table.
“Out in the woods.”
“Yeah,” Terrance said. The waitress returned with a fresh drink and the two gave
their order.
Joel took a drink of his fresh coke and sighed.
“I went out there looking for that trailer,” Terrance said.

64

“Any luck?”
“Other than the snake?” Terrance shook his head. “I’m sure it’s gone.”
Joel nodded in the direction of his cruiser. There was a dent in the passenger door.
Lately, with all the press, the squad cars had been kept in pristine condition; earlier in the
month Terrance had spent a few hours with a bottle of wax, buffing the paint of the car
until it shone. Joel leaned back in his booth. The other night he’d hid his squad car on the
stretch of road that led out to the lake. During the busy tourist season, the road clogged
all the way back to the fork that split toward town. The haze of car exhaust choked the
leaves that arched overhead. At night, however, once the parking lot closed, the road
turned desolate, useful only for cutting around a particularly annoying part of the
interstate that ran to the north. The turn off wasn’t well known, so the ones who used it
tended to drive fast. He had angled the squad car behind a large tree, and when a car
finally raced past him he flipped on the lights and gave chase. The guy slammed on his
brakes, and Joel swerved out of the way to avoid hitting him, and grazed the side of a
tree.
“I went out there this morning, and there’s a big gash on the tree. It’s one of those
old oaks, too.”
The waitress came back with the food, and for a while the two didn’t talk.
Terrance listened to the chatter of other customers. He didn’t mind the silence. Joel
picked at his plate and glanced back at the dented door, and finally he pushed the food
away.
“The CNN trucks are back. At least, one is,” he said.
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Terrance looked up from his food. He thought back to just a few weeks ago when
reporters had crowded the streets. He couldn’t watch the news the way he’d done before.
He imagined the media wasn’t a problem in bigger cities that the people who lived there
didn’t notice or care. Bethesda, however, was a town of just over sixteen thousand
people—most of whom lived as far away from everyone else as they could. The reporters
had swallowed the town.
“Why?” he said, and Joel shrugged, and pulled his plate back in front of him.
“I think they’re here to do a follow up story,” Joel said after he finished his drink.
“What follow up? There’s nothing to follow up on. The case is out of our hands
now.”
Joel nodded and wiped his mouth with the cloth napkin. “I know, but you can see
where it’s coming from, right? What we know, and what we’ve told the press so far is
that someone at the school did it. We don’t know if was the teachers, or the coaches or
the students. It might not have been anybody at the school. It could have been some
random weirdo that wandered into town. It’s all so fucking complicated. The story writes
itself. A small town can’t handle the pressure that comes with real police work, and
they’ll say we’re all just a bunch of honky-tonk rednecks who can’t get our jobs done.”

Terrance took another bite of his food. Joel grinned at him.
“I don’t think they can say all that on TV,” Terrance said, and Joel laughed.
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Chapter 11

Porter picked up the shattered remains on the floor of his kitchen. The small
ceramic faces smiled back at him from the linoleum, and they had weird, cavernous grins
that he couldn’t look away from. It looked vaguely like a massacre. He grabbed the
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broom and swept the ceramic across the floor and into the dustpan. His wife was still out
in town; she and a few friends had decided to go shopping for the church pantry. They
needed to pick up dry goods and drink dispensers for a potluck, and he had just a few
hours before she returned.
He’d been in the study when the noise startled him, his father’s Bible opened to
Proverbs in hopes of finding something to give to his congregation on Sunday. There had
been the shatter, and then just the sound of his daughter crying. He hopped out of the
chair and around the old wooden desk.
“Sarah?” he called, but the girl continued to yell. She stood in the middle of the
kitchen, amidst a collection of fractured ceramic heads, and the surreal sight froze him at
the threshold. He scooped her up and carried her into the living room, then returned to
inspect the damage.
The victims had been the collection of porcelain dolls his wife had collected
throughout their marriage. She’d bought the first one at a flea market out in California, on
their honeymoon. They’d spent a week in the state, touring several missions, and Porter
had become enamored of the mission’s old-world stucco charm, but he couldn’t stand the
heat—the relentless press of desert weather. Anna continued to gather the dolls on every
vacation, wrapping them lovingly in the middle of the suitcase.
He called his daughter back to the kitchen. She stood near the fridge, her legs
twitching as if she would bolt at any moment.
“How did this happen?” he said mildly. He knew he should push more, to make
her understand just what she’d done, but authority felt foreign to him. Though he knew
the verses about childcare—and had taught them—with his own daughter he couldn’t

68

bring himself to be so harsh. His father had been so cold, so clinical in his discipline of
Porter and his sister Rachel. He could remember the abject fear, a complete terror, that
rose in them whenever they did something wrong. As an adult, Porter and his father were
close enough, but it had taken many years for Porter to be comfortable around him. He
didn’t want his daughter to grow up the same way. He didn’t want to be the
fundamentalist his father had been.
Sarah shrugged, but she couldn’t pull her eyes away from the heads on the
dustpan.
“Is this all of them?”
She nodded, and Porter dropped the remains in the trash bag and pulled the knot
tight. The porcelain fragments rattled as he carried the sack out to the trashcan on the side
of the house. He’d forgotten to leave it on the curb last week, and as a result it had filled
to the point where white trash bags hung over the side of the bin. He forced them down as
best he could and shoved the new bag of trash inside. Back in the house, his daughter sat
on the couch where he’d left her.
“What made you think you could do that?”
“I don’t know. I wanted to play with them,” she told him. Her voice was barely
audible. He strained to understand, and what he gathered was that she’d always wanted to
play with the dolls that her mom brought home. Anna always told little Sarah that these
weren’t toys, that they meant a lot to her. Sarah had just wanted to understand what made
them so valuable to her.
“I understand that, sweetie,” Porter leaned down close to her. “Why didn’t you
come find me, see if that was okay?”
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“You were busy,” Sarah said, and Porter grimaced; in the past few weeks he
hadn’t spent much time with his family. He found himself more drawn to his work and
studies. Not since he left the seminary had he devoted so much time to the Word.
That didn’t mean it brought him any answers. That poor boy Michael, what
happened up on the mountain, drove the world into a tailspin, but Porter had managed to
regain enough of himself to move back into a version of normal life. At the church his
parishioners stopped asking about it as much, and Michael drifted away from his
sermons. The Hudson’s had yet to return to the church, and Porter wondered if they ever
would.
Porter sat down on the couch next to her, and with two gentle hands pulled her
closer to him. The little ringlets of pale blonde hair framed her eyes.
“Do you understand why what you did was bad?”
She nodded. “Because those belong to mommy.”
“Yes, and they meant a lot to her. She had those out because she was going to put
them in a new case,” he said. The girl’s eyes filled, and tears slid down her bright red
cheeks. He could feel her shake with spasms as she cried. He held her close, and was
reminded just how unequipped he often felt to be a father.
She cried for a little while longer before her voice gave out, and the tears turned
into violent, gasping breaths. She sounded like a diver who had just returned to dry land.
They talked about what they would say to mommy. She thought first about blaming it on
him, and Porter, trying not to laugh at the easy deceitfulness of children, told her that
lying wasn’t right.
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The lock to the front door clicked, and he tapped Sarah on the shoulder, and told
her to go play in her bedroom; he would tell her later what happened. She disappeared
down the hallway, her tiny heels clattering on the hardwood floors, and Anna walked in,
arms weighted down, and smiled at him. Porter hopped up and grabbed as many bags
from her as he could and followed her into the kitchen. He scanned the floor for any piece
of porcelain he might have missed.
“Where is Sarah?” Anna sat down at the table and grabbed the closest bag. “Why
didn’t she come see me when she heard the door open?”
“She’s in her room.”
She stopped pulling the groceries out of the bag and turned to him. “Where are
my dolls?”
Porter held his hands in front of him. “That’s why she’s in her room.”
“What did she do?” Anna began to walk toward the bedrooms, but Porter moved
in front of her and placed his hand on her shoulder.
“Don’t bother her. She’s embarrassed about it. She’s fine. she didn’t get hurt or
anything.”
“What did she do?”
“She broke your figures, the porcelain ones.”
“How many of them?”
Porter scratched at the back of his neck, a tic he’d developed when he was about
Sarah’s age.
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Anna sat down at the dining room table. She placed her hands on the wood. Porter
sat down on the other side, and reached across the space to her. Anna pulled her hand
away.
“Give me a minute.”
“She didn’t mean to,” he said.
She nodded. “Of course she didn’t. I just need a second.”
“I just don’t want you to be mad at her.”
“I’m not.” Anna snapped her head around to look at him. He saw a wild flare of
anger build in her. “I’m mad at you.”
“At me? Why? It was an accident, you know that.”
“Why did you leave her alone in the first place? This is the first time you’ve been
alone with her in weeks. Where were you? In the study? I know it bothers you what
happened. I know it bothers you that you didn’t talk to him on Sundays. It bothers me
too. I hate what he had to go through up there. I wish we could have all been nicer to him
while we had a moment to, but sitting around in your study doesn’t change that.” She
folded her arms and looked back at the empty tray on which she’d brought out the figures
that morning. She’d found a case at one of the flea markets in town, a lovely shadowbox
that had small shelves built inside that would hold the figures upright. “You can’t just
disappear, though.”
Porter nodded. Anna unfolded her arms and walked to the bags still piled on the
table. Outside the kitchen window, the branches moved with the wind.
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The sun had set when Porter made his way into town. He was headed downtown, to one
of the late-night coffee shops that had recently popped up. He liked to drive around town
late at night, long after the sun had set and the rest of the town had settled back into their
homes.
The coffee shop stood at the corner of Main and 2nd, near the center of town, in
what was once an old office building. He parked and headed toward the door. Anna
hadn’t said much to him after their conversation earlier. Dinner had been quiet. Sarah was
still upset with what she’d done but it was Anna picked at the food on her plate like an
unhappy child.
Porter stretched his legs. The sky was a deep, violent shade of black. He could see
the rolling clouds by the street lamps, and he knew that soon enough the clouds would rip
open. His daughter was terrified by thunder.
He opened the door of the coffee shop and stepped inside. Even at nine-thirty
there was a fair-sized crowd. They gathered around computers, or hovered in the corner
on their phones. Most were college students from the local community college just a few
blocks up the road. No one looked up. He stood in line for a few minutes and ordered. He
wondered at the students’ conversations. He didn’t know about the classes the students
could take here, but he recalled the late night discussions in seminary school. He and the
other men in his class would sit in shops like this one and debate interpretations of
controversial verses. They would try to determine the best way to handle different
scenarios. He’d always treasured those moments. He felt most connected to his chosen
path when surrounded by those who’d made their own decisions. On his own, left to his
own thoughts, it was easy for him to wander.
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He took a seat near the window so he could watch the sky. He wanted to be aware
of the moment the storm began. He passed the coffee cup from hand to hand waiting for
it to cool. The sound of the ceramic scraping against the tabletop reminded him of the
shattered figures. He knew that Anna was right, and that he spent too much time in his
own head.
A young couple sat down beside him. The man wore a camo jacket, which wasn’t
all that uncommon in the south. He pulled back the chair for his date, and she laughed at
the gesture. They sat down, and the man tapped his fingers on the cardboard coffee cup in
his hand. They were young, early twenties at most. Porter was just thirty, but right now,
dating felt far enough away from him that he couldn’t imagine the process anymore. He’d
met Anna right out of school. This was back when he had a small apartment in North
Little Rock. He spent the days applying for different positions and working at a
department store. The employees there all knew that he’d graduated from seminary
school but couldn’t find a job, so they teased him. He’d walk into the break room and
someone would begin a dirty joke. They cursed around him constantly. They called him
padre.
He realized now, years later, that their treatment of him had been a kind of
affection, but at the time it tested him. He tried to convince them to go to church. He tried
to convince them of their sinful ways, but they just laughed. It had been the first true trial
of his life devoted to the ministry. His father always had such an easy time with it. There
was such stability, such imposing calm in his father that people listened to him. They
were comforted. Porter had always been twitchy, unsure with the role of leadership. It
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amazed him how he’d managed to get the position here in Bethesda. His first sermon had
been awkward and halting, and yet they continued to support him.
Next to him the couple spoke under their breath. They tried to keep their
conversation private, but Porter was close enough that he overheard. The woman talked
about a friend of hers who lived up in Fayetteville. She went to the University there.
She’d received a scholarship, and the woman sitting next to him wasn’t too thrilled about
staying behind. Her boyfriend grunted his appreciation on occasion, but it was clear to
Porter that he’d either heard all this before, or didn’t care.
“I just hate the way she tells me all this. It’s like she tells me a story and when I
don’t respond to it, she just says something like, ‘You should be here.’” She took a drink
of her coffee. Porter noticed the way her leg twitched under the table, and it reminded
him of the way a puppy scratched its side.
“I’m just tired of being stuck in this town. I hate all these goddamn reporters,” she
said.
“They’re gone now, though. It’s not that bad.”
“You know that’s not really it, Greg. I just want to go somewhere. For a little
while.”
Greg didn’t say anything. Instead he took another drink of his coffee and looked
over at Porter. Porter tried to turn away fast enough to show that he hadn’t been listening,
but the man had caught him. He reached over and tapped on Porter’s table.
“What do you think, sir? Since you’ve been listening to our conversation this
whole time. Do you think we should move?” His voice was rough. His girlfriend slapped
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the back of her hand against his arm, but he ignored her. Porter struggled to find an
excuse for his eavesdropping, but couldn’t.
“It took Moses forty years to find the promise land,” he said. “If you do not
believe Bethesda is where you need to be, let God show you a new way.”
Greg paused. “What the fuck are you saying?”
“Never mind. Good night.” Porter left the cup on the table and walked toward the
door. Outside, the air smelled like lightning, but he couldn’t remember hearing any. The
gospel, for the first time, felt clumsy on his tongue. The man hadn’t been receptive.
Porter had been raised on an old style religion, but he was young enough to realize there
was no connection there. On the days he spent at the church, it was easy to push aside the
divide. Now, separated from the church, he realized his ignorance.
He walked toward the car. He had neared the corner of the lot when a black SUV
pulled up next to him. It slowed, and when the window rolled down he saw Terri’s wild
hair and tear-streaked face. He stopped walking.
“Hey, Porter, can we talk?”

Chapter 12

Shelley stood in the parking lot at the base of the mountain. It wasn’t busy, not
anymore. When she first came into town, there was no way to find a spot. Now, the lot
felt empty and cold. She knew that the tourist season was mostly done, and that soon
enough the first chill would come. Already, the water was cold enough that she had no
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desire to be near it, and when the wind whipped across the lake she wanted some
protection.
It was a few days since she’d talked to the preacher. She thought he would be a
story himself, but she felt uncomfortable sharing any of the information he gave her.
Before she came here, the boy, Michael, hadn’t been much more than an abstraction. She
hadn’t covered crimes for very long, and it was easy to see someone as nothing more than
the lifeless thing that they’d become. When people died, she didn’t have to care about
how they felt about a story. They had no input. Yet here she could feel Michael
everywhere. It was as if she could see his shadow up on the mountain, at the rock where
he died.
She’d spent the day before driving along the coastline of the lake, stopping at
each of the little towns that dotted the surface. She didn’t realize how large the body of
water was, but after visiting each town she could begin to see its importance. Most of the
towns were small, no more than a couple gas stations and a church. If they had a
restaurant she stopped for a cup of coffee or a snack. The most memorable had been a
small town named Higden, which sprawled along the shoreline. She stopped in a diner
called the Slop Shop, a retro-looking old aluminum-sided building that had far better food
than the name implied. She stayed in the booth for at least two hours talking to customers
who came in for lunch. From the windows she could see the lake, and in the far distance
was Sugarloaf Mountain. Before she stepped foot in the Slop Shop she’d walked down to
the edge of the water. A series of rocks ran along the perimeter, and she sat on the largest
one she could find, which had warmed from the sun. The water shone a brilliant bluegreen, and there was no darkness or murky gloom in its depth, there was only the
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peaceful swirl of light, underwater currents and the fluttering fins of fish that swam down
from Red Rocks River. In the far distance, like a shadow or a blemish on the sky, was
Sugarloaf. It didn’t look real from here, more of a suggestion of a mountain. What
research she’d done told her that the surface of the lake stretched three hundred and forty
square miles. She wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but sitting there on the rock she
got a better understanding for the sheer size of this place.
One customer in the Slop Shop told her about the origins of the town. He was old
and wrinkled but he had a wide smile she found comforting. He walked over to her with
his weight leaned on a cane, a cheap one made of poor wood or plastic, and his clothes
were weathered and aged, but he smiled and sat down across from her. Once settled, he
pointed his cane toward the lake.
“We used to live there,” he said, and Shelley turned around and looked out at the
water.
“Where?”
He pointed with the cane again. He pointed directly at the water.
“There, in the lake.”
She checked her watch. Shelley had been in the restaurant for a little under an
hour, and already she’d found someone crazy. She tried to think of some way to get out
of the conversation, some way to get back to the car. Suddenly the man laughed, with
surprising volume, and slammed the cane down on the table.
“You think I’m nuts,” he said. He stood the cane back on the floor next to him.
Shelley smiled and tried to hold her composure. “No, of course not. I just don’t
know what you mean.”

78

“You know the lake is man-made, right?” She nodded, and he waved his hand out
theatrically in front of her. “What do you think was there before the water?”
He told her about the origins of both the lake and the town. Before the dam
Higden had sat at the bottom of a basin. Because of the shape of the land, Higden
frequently flooded. The flooding was enough of a problem that the government bought
the homes of the citizens and gave them the option to relocate. The government stripped
everything away and made their new town a few miles away from the old one. After they
left, the old town flooded, and shortly after that, JFK arrived to dedicate the Greers Ferry
Dam.
“All the kids will tell you there are still buildings underneath the lake. They’ll tell
you that it’s all ghosts down there, that it’s all the bodies from the cemetery we couldn’t
get out before we had to leave. I don’t know about all that, but some of the roads you can
follow down to the water and you’ll notice they don’t end at the shoreline. They go right
into the water, disappear, and come back up on the other side.”
Shelley wrote this down in her notebook. She and the old man talked for a while,
though there wasn’t much more he had to offer her. He’d lived in Higden for most of his
life, and the town didn’t have much more history behind it. Other than the dam, people
did what work they could find. He liked how simple it was, but it was too late to want
anything else anyway. Afterwards, in the car, she turned down every road she could that
lead to the shore until she found one that vanished into the water. She stopped at the edge
and stepped out on the blacktop. The way it just disappeared underneath—sudden and
without warning—surprised her. She wished she could keep driving, all the way down to
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whatever remained beneath. She pulled off a shoe and dipped her barefoot into the water
to feel the blacktop.
The stories were fascinating, but they didn’t tell her anything. In her time in
Bethesda and the surrounding area, she hadn’t learned any part of the truth. Just last week
she’d moved out of the hotel room she’d spent almost a month in and moved back to
Memphis. She found herself driving the four hours at least twice a week anyway,
working on a story that was quickly dying. She made a deal with her editor that if she
didn’t find something within the next week, she’d put the story aside.
From behind her, in the parking lot in front of the mountain, headlights appeared.
They streaked across the ground and found her eyes. She couldn’t make out the model of
the car in the glare. She reached inside her pocket for her keys, felt the metal in her
hands, and placed a few between her fingers—a trick she’d learned somewhere but didn’t
have the slightest clue where. Perhaps it was just instinct.
A man stepped out of the car, and she could tell from his gait that he was a police
officer; he seemed rigid and professional. She dropped the keys back into her pocket and
waited for him to make his way into the beams, and when he did she recognized his face.
She’d seen him around town, one of the officers on the usual beat. He spoke into his
shoulder radio, quiet enough that she couldn’t understand.
“Ma’am, the park closes at nightfall.”
“I know that,” she said.
He looked up. “It’s nightfall.”
She pointed at the mountain behind them. Streaks of red arched around the slopes,
just enough light to illuminate the trees.
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“I’ve still got a little time left,” she said.
He smiled and shook his head, and walked past her. At the edge of the parking lot
a small bridge extended over to the base of the mountain. It sat like an island not far from
the shore. An open gate stood at the entrance.
“What are you doing?”
“Locking the gate. It doesn’t make sense to close the park if I don’t close it,” he
said. Shelley hurried after him. He looked at her, but didn’t say anything as she followed
along.
“Don’t they usually have people who work here do that? It doesn’t sound like a
job for a cop.”
“They do,” he said. He pulled a set of keys from his belt and pushed the large gate
shut. It shuddered in its hinges, and the sound caused Shelley to cover her ears. “But not
too long ago all this was a crime scene.”
“You think whoever did that is still out there?”
“We haven’t caught him yet, that’s all I know.”
“Who do you think did it?”
He frowned and leaned against the gate, looking out over the water at the
mountain. “I can’t talk about that. It’s ongoing.”
“You can’t tell me anything?”
He shook his head. The black fabric of his uniform was almost invisible now, as
the last of the light slipped behind the mountain and night fell. If she wanted to, there was
still time to grab a room at the hotel where she’d spent so much of her time when the
story broke. She could unwind, and drive through town without the burden of the story. It
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had been long enough since the boy died that she didn’t hear about it when she walked
through the aisles at Wal-Mart. In Memphis the case had all but disappeared, replaced by
the story of a mob of teens that had torn through the parking lot of a local Kroger,
mugging and beating anyone they found.
Shelley spent too much of her time thinking about parking lots.
The officer walked back toward his squad car. From here she figured he would
drive up to the other gate at the entrance to the parking lot and wait for her to leave, then
get out and lock it behind him. She held up her hand and asked him to stop. Inside her
pocket she turned on the small recorder she carried with her at all times. She could just
use the recording device on her phone, but that was much harder to turn on in an
inconspicuous way.
The officer stopped and sighed. He asked her what she wanted.
“I just want to know what’s going on.”
“I told you, miss, I can’t say anything. You should get back in your car and head
along now. I’m about to lock you either in or out, your call.”
She had one more gambit; one more play she thought might work here, out here in
the cold.
“I knew him, that’s what. I want to know what’s happening because I knew him.”
The officer scratched at the collar of his shirt, and stepped a little closer so the
recording device in her pocket could pick up his voice.
“Listen, you want to know what’s going on? You want to know what we’re doing
out here?”
He stopped scratching and looked her in the eyes.
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“We don’t know shit.”
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Chapter 13

After lunch, his radio crackled during a drive in the southern part of town, out
where the buildings seemed to give up on the fight against the weeds that clogged their
sidewalks and pushed through the cracks in the pavement. Terrance had always been
surprised at how poverty divides itself in such sharp lines; status seemed so arbitrary to
him. The shops around here slumped like fallen statues and desecrated icons. The address
that came through on the radio was immediately familiar to him: it was the trailer park on
the very southern part of the town, not far from Harold. The trailer park sat off the side of
a small highway, which if he followed long enough would reach the town of Conway.
Just a few miles beyond that and he’d be in Little Rock. Arkansas, regardless of its actual
distance, had always felt so squat to him. There was little between the larger cities than
flat emptiness. It must be this way in every state, but out here on a stretch of vacant road
with just the remains of a few old businesses, Arkansas felt smaller than usual.
He’s been to the park a few times, always for domestic reasons. The tenants were
all the same. He hardly took the time to learn their names. This time the call was about a
missing child. On the phone, the operator sounded concerned, and Terrance wasn’t
surprised; it had been less than a month since the poor boy’s death.
He drove down the dirt path that led through the middle of the trailer park. Most
of the trailers were some shade of brown and white, and the white paint collected the dust
kicked up by tires of passing cars. At the end of the path was a trailer just like all the
others—the only true difference the trees behind it. The woods stretched out farther than
he could see, and he guessed they connected to the farmland that ran for miles outside the
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city limits. He pulled up next to an old sedan, the top badly rusted, and four other
vehicles in various states of disrepair.
Terrance made his way across the yard. At one point, he was sure, it must have
been grass, but years of neglect and the constant tread of footsteps and car tires had
turned it to mush. It looked almost as brown as the paint on the side of the trailers, but it
was somehow more upsetting. It coated the underside of his boots, and once he got to the
front door he scraped the soles against the wood. Laughter leaked out of an open window,
and Terrance leaned closer to listen to the conversation. He pressed his hand against the
wall to brace himself on the wobbly step.
He knocked on the door, and it seemed the aluminum of the entire trailer rattled
against his fist. There were small dents in the door, like smallpox scars, deep but small. A
man’s knuckle must have done it, he thought. He was about to knock again when a
woman answered the door. She was droopy looking, the skin around her shoulders
sagging against the thin cloth of her T-shirt. She gave him a slight nod and moved back
from the door so that he could enter, and Terrance followed her inside. She was big, but
not ungainly. There was a sense of tired grace about her, the way she moved around the
cramped interior. She headed into the kitchen. Terrance stood inside a small living room,
the floor covered in thick brown carpet. There were few windows, all concealed by thick
white curtains. The living room and the kitchen were connected by an empty space
between the wall and the counters. Behind the kitchen a narrow hallway led into the rest
of the trailer, also covered in the same thick brown carpet. Behind the kitchen counter a
group of women sit at a small table against the wall, and the one who opened the door
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took a seat with them. There wasn’t enough room for a proper dining space, and the
women looked cramped as they gathered around a collection of magazines.
“I’m assuming you must be relatives of Mrs. Reagan,” he said, and the women all
nodded, more or less in unison.
“Don’t call her that, just say Lorraine,” one of them said, the smallest one. She sat
at the end with her phone on the table in front of her. The blue light from the screen
turned the skin of her arm a translucent blue.
“I will, if you’ll tell me where she’s at.”
“She’s in the back bedroom, on the phone with Mom,” another one of them said.
Terrance leaned his head around the corner of the kitchen and peered down the hallway.
There was no overhead light, and the narrow space appeared swallowed in darkness. He
took a seat on the edge of the couch in the living room; still close enough to speak easily
with the women in the kitchen. From his radio came a little static and he turned the radio
down until the sound faded entirely. In that moment of silence, Lorraine’s weepy voice
made its way down the hall. He couldn’t make out what she said, but he could hear the
panic in her voice. The rest of the women appeared, for the most part, calm. The one
closest to the fridge vibrated her leg against the wood of the table. It was the only sign of
anxiety he could see.
“What happened? I’ll talk to Lorraine here, but while she’s on the phone you can
tell me what’s going on.”
“It’s about Chris,” the one with the phone said. “That’s her son. His father Arthur
came down for one of their visits, and they did what they always did, go into town and
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spend the day together. That was yesterday. He was supposed to have Chris home before
bed last night, but they never came back.”
“Why didn’t she call last night when he didn’t home?”
“She figured he just stayed with Arthur for the night. Now, he won’t answer the
phone,” the large but graceful one said. She scratched at her arm and stood up. “I’ll go
see how Lorraine is doing.”
The youngest one turned off the screen of her phone and stretched her back. For a
moment no one spoke and there was only the sound of Lorraine in the back room.
Terrance stood up from the couch and walked around the table into the cramped kitchen.
The sink was bare, newly cleaned. He could appreciate the tidiness of the place. He
walked around the corner. In the hallway he could hardly breathe the walls were so close.
If he extended his arms to either side, his elbows would reach the walls long before his
fingers did. In the room farthest to the back, the door was not quite shut. He knocked on
the thin wood, and the door swung. Lorraine sat on the edge of the bed on the phone. The
floor of the room covered was with clothes. Her sister—Terrance assumed—leaned
against the dresser across from the bed. Lorraine looked at him with wide, panicked eyes.
The other woman shrugged.
“I have to go now, the cops are here,” Lorraine said and hit the button and tossed
the phone onto the bed. She stood up on the mattress, which lay directly on the floor.
The large woman sighed. “I told you not to call them.”
“What else am I supposed to do?” Lorraine ran her fingers through her hair, and
held her hands tight against her scalp. “Go get him myself? He’d just do this shit again.”
“Maybe, but this is pretty fucking unnecessary,” the other one said.
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“Oh, fuck you, Jean, you don’t even have kids.”
Terrance held up his hands. “Ladies, stop it. Both of you. This is not what I got
called out here for.”
“I’m sure Arthur will bring him back soon, Officer. I don’t know why you got
called in the first place,” Jean said.
Lorraine took a step forward, hand clenched at her side. “Shut up, Jean.”
Terrance pointed to Jean, and then to the door. “Out.”
Jean grunted and placed her hands on her side. “Really, Officer, I know this looks
serious, but it’s not. She’s just all worked up.”
“That’s serious enough for me,” he said, and gestured again at the door. This time
Jean walked around the clothes piled on the floor and into the hallway. Terrance shut the
door behind her.
“Thank you,” Lorraine said. Terrance nodded and told her he wanted to know
everything about the last day with Chris.
She folded her arms and began to pace. Arthur had made it into town a little later
than usual. He lived up in Batesville, and worked at the Con Agra plant in town. On the
few days he actually had time off, he would sometimes come down to Bethesda to spend
a little time with Chris. They would usually go eat downtown, and then go buy a few toys
at Wal-Mart before they made their way back.
“Where do you think they went?” Terrance asked, and she told him that if they
went anywhere, they probably went back to his house in Salado. Terrance had only been
to Batesville one time before, to visit some friends, and all he remembered of it was the
intense smell of chicken that hovered over it from the plant. The scent clogged the air like
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a film on top of a stagnant body of water. Across the street from the chicken plant was a
large, industrial bakery, and if you stood in between the two of them the smell combined
in a greasy, yeasty, sickening way.
“I want to get my son back.”
“That’s the job, ma’am. We’ll get him back.”
Lorraine closed her eyes and pressed her hands against her face. Her shoulders
shook, and Terrance wondered if he should offer some comfort. A moment later she
wiped the tears from her face and grabbed her phone off the bed.
“I’m sorry for that,” she said, gesturing at her face. “I just don’t like it when my
son’s not home. I’m scared.”
“I understand that,” he said.
She pressed a button and studied the display for a moment before placing the
phone on the dresser beside her. “Do you have children?”
He shook his head. “No.”
Lorraine smiled. “Parents must look crazy to you then, huh?”
“No, ma’am. It’s their job to worry.”
“That’s the worst part of the job,” she said with a small laugh. “I spend all day
worried about him even when he’s home. This isn’t a great place for him, but it’s better
than with his father.”
“Is he abusive?” Terrance asked.
Lorraine shook her head. “No, just careless.”
“Like most men,” he said.
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She smirked and nodded her agreement. She seemed to have calmed down some,
so Terrance leaned against the wall.
“What happens next?” She said. “What do you do?”
Terrance scratched at his chin.
“I’ll radio this in, and the operators will get a hold of the police in Batesville.
They’ll send someone out to the house to check on it, and if they find him they’ll arrest
him there and bring your son back here.”
She shook her head. Terrance reached over and put his hand on her shoulder, and
with his touch she calmed down, but still she continued to shake her head. Her reaction
surprised him; just a moment ago she’d been quiet and calm, but now she moved like a
caged animal. He asked her what the problem was.
“I don’t want Arthur arrested,” she said.
“Ma’am, he kidnapped your son.”
“He’s still his dad.” She shrugged his hand off her shoulder and grabbed up the
phone again. “I’m going to call him and leave him a message that you all are coming.
That way he knows to bring him back on his own. That way you don’t have to arrest him.
I won’t press charges.”
She was a slight, scared woman, and as soon as he approached she pulled the
phone close to her. He reached out and, with one quick motion, took the phone from her.
“I’m not going to let you do that,” he said. “He might run.”
She reached, but he held the phone high. She stopped and sat down on the bed.
“Can you just go get him?”
“Batesville is in a different county, it’s not my jurisdiction.”

90

She nodded, slumping her shoulders in resignation.
Terrance knelt down.
“Listen. The police up there are just as capable as ours down here. We’ll get him
back for you, but you have to trust me. You said he’s harmless, and I believe you, but he
still took your son from you. That’s not a small thing.”
“I just don’t want my son to see his father arrested. He loves him.”
Terrance stood and walked to the door. Lorraine remained on the bed, and as he
left the room he saw her collapse into the blankets.
In the kitchen the women were still seated at the table. One of them nodded to
him.
“He’s a deadbeat, sure, but he’s no killer,” she said. “He’s not going to do what
those fucked up kids did to that poor boy up on the mountain.”
Jean sat in a chair in the living room looking out the window. Terrance hoped she
would turn his way, but she didn’t. Lorraine’s phone vibrated in his hand, and he looked
at the message displayed on the screen.
Call me, the message said.
He set the phone down on the table. “Give that back to Lorraine, but only when
she calms down, and do not let her call Arthur.”
The women at the table nodded, and the youngest one grabbed the phone and slid
it into her pocket. Terrance walked to the front door, and Jean turned to look at him.
“When you find Arthur, smack him for me.”
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Back in the squad car, Terrance reached for the radio. From where he sat he could see the
trailer tremble with the weight of the footsteps inside. He put the radio back down.
Underneath the trailer, one of the slats of aluminum that blocked off the open space had
disappeared. The face of a cat popped out, and it stared at Terrance. There wasn’t much
of a life out here for a child, he thought. This part of town had been left to rot and decay.
He knew it happened everywhere, and that it wasn’t deliberate. The people who lived in
this park weren’t interested in college or careers. They survived on what they could.
Some had jobs but most did not. Chris shouldn’t grow up here. If his dad has a job, then
why take him back?
He looked at the cars parked in the yard. They were in complete disrepair. The
one closest to him had tires so bald it was incredible they hadn’t exploded yet. They
might not have been new, he thought, but they were home. Lorraine had a desperate
longing to see her kid safe, and to protect the father of her child. There might not be
much hope here, but there was love. There was stability.
Terrance turned down the volume of the car radio, and kept turning until it clicked
off. Crimes were committed at night. During the day he gave his speeding tickets, but the
real violence occurred when people had enough time to drink. He glanced at his watch:
barely one thirty in the afternoon. He could make the call and give the case away. The
officers there would make it in time, and he could drive back into town and visit his
mother. He had enough time to get to Batesville and back before the day was over.
He cranked the engine and pulled back onto the gravel road that led out of the
trailer park. When he reached the highway, he didn’t turn back toward town.
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Chapter 14

When she saw the pastor step out of the coffee shop, Terri pulled over. She hadn’t
meant to come to the coffee shop at all; she’d planned on driving to her store to work on
next month’s inventory. She’d driven here from the same reason he had, to escape the
pressures of home for a little while. Nights at the Hudson’s were quiet now. Conversation
meant little, as Terri nor Casey had any idea what to say. Tonight, Terri had fixed a
dinner of steak and potatoes, a basic sort of meal but one that always seemed to spur
some lighthearted conversation. When they finally sat down to eat, however, it was the
same as the night before. They kept the television in the living room on for noise, and on
the off chance the news mentioned something new about the case. While she ate, Terri
looked down the hallway; from her position at the dining room table she could just see
the photos of Michael on the wall. They were in shadow, but clear enough that she could
see his face. After diner, without a word, Casey went to the garage.
She fled the stillness in terror.
When she saw Porter walking out the door of the coffee shop she’d stopped. In
the weeks since Michael’s death she and Casey hadn’t gone to church once, and she knew
that bothered the pastor. She’d realized when Porter first started that he was a sensitive
man, far more so than the preacher who had preceded him. Old Pastor Hays had been a
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large, bullish figure who shouted from the pulpit about the blessings of redemption and
the damnation of everything else. An old-fashioned fire and brimstone man. He had been
exciting, but exhausting. Michael hadn’t felt comfortable there at all.
But Porter had changed the atmosphere. After Bill Hays died of a heart attack—
Terri couldn’t help but imagine he screamed himself to death yelling at his dogs about the
power of Jesus—Porter brought a sense of peace and comfort to the church.
He nodded and walked over to the other side of the car, and as he made his way
she noticed the clouds and the way they rolled. Even in the dark of night, some
movement was still visible. It would be violent tonight. The car door opened and Porter
ducked inside. Terri shifted to reverse and backed out of the parking lot.
“Where are you going?”
“The shop. Do you mind?”
“Its fine,” he said, and she pulled out onto Main Street. Porter turned to look back
at the coffee shop and shook his head as they drove past.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing. I just decided I don’t like that coffee shop anymore.”
Terri laughed, and Porter seemed shocked. She smiled at him. It was a small
smile, she knew, but a smile nonetheless.
“Porter, I can laugh. It doesn’t make how I feel any less real, but I can laugh a
little.”
“Of course you can. I just don’t think I’ve heard you do it in a long time.”
Downtown Bethesda was just a few streets and a community college. Shops lined
the walkways, but many of them were closed, Realty signs propped in the dusty
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windows. Others had been turned into pawn shops and flea markets, and their windows
were full of old records and furniture. She didn’t like the trend here. It felt desperate to
her. She said as much to Porter, and he looked out at the shops.
“It doesn’t bother me much. People just want their things to matter.”
“I thought the Bible is against materialism.”
“Of course it is, but it’s human nature.”
She pulled over in front of her shop. The lights were off, and the streetlamp here
had burned out months ago. It wouldn’t be difficult to break in, but she wasn’t worried
about that. Even in the wake of personal tragedy, she didn’t think the town was
dangerous. Most of the people here had little cause to be criminal. The disparity in
income was slighter here than other places she’d been—as much as she’d loved New
Orleans, she’d noticed the differences between the Tremé and the French Quarter.
Across the road, light still shone in the window of the hippie shop.
“I think I want to move,” she said.
The pastor didn’t answer for a moment. He seemed to be looking toward the end
of the block, where a small city park stood empty. The swings moved a little in the
breeze.
“That’s natural,” he said. “Where?”
“New Orleans,” she said, and he made a noise, but she couldn’t quite tell what it
meant.
“What?” Terri said.
“I can’t see Casey in the city.”
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She pulled the key out of the ignition and opened the car door, and the night air
rushed in. It smelled like rain. She could feel the quiver of electricity, the rising tension in
the night sky. It wouldn’t be much longer: already she felt a few drops of water find her
hand.
“I think I’m going alone.” She stepped out and walked up to the shop door, and
Porter followed. She unlocked the store and they stepped inside. She’d never been here so
late before. The racks of clothes looked more like slumbering beasts with wares for sale.
She stepped around the counter and headed back to the office. Porter flicked the light
switch, and the beasts disappeared in the glow.
“Terri, what are you doing?” The pastor followed her into the office.
She knelt down in front of the safe. It wasn’t a complicated combination, but
suddenly it eluded her. The cement floor felt cool and familiar to her, and she
remembered that it was only yesterday that the reporter had found her on the street.
“Do you know what happened to me yesterday?” she said. “I was harassed by a
reporter on the street about Michael. He was just walking down the sidewalk in front of
the shop, and when he saw me he came right for me.”
She placed her hand on the floor and tried to remember the combination. “I want
to go somewhere that won’t happen all the time. I don’t like living here anymore. New
Orleans is far enough away that I can just be myself. Maybe I can open a new shop in the
French Quarter. Maybe I can forget about this whole fucking town and what happened
here.”
At last she remembered the code and the safe door opened. She would have to
leave a note for Juliette, an apology. The girl had worked for her for years, but Juliette
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was tough; she could survive this minor setback. Once Terri had settled in the city she
would call her and invite her to work for her in New Orleans. She reached inside and
pulled out the few stacks of bills. There wasn’t much, but it would be enough to get her a
hotel in New Orleans. It would be enough to give her some time to find out what to do.
“You swore an oath to your husband,” The pastor said.
“Oh, to hell with that. People get divorced all the time.”
“And you want to be one of those people?”
She stood up and placed the money on the desk. She grabbed a spare sheet of
paper from the printer and pulled a pen out of the drawer. Porter put his hand on top of
the sheet of paper.
“Think about what you’re doing, Terri. Your husband just lost his kid, and now
you want to leave him to go to New Orleans.”
She put the pen down.
“There,” said Porter. “Now let’s put the money back in the safe and we can go
home.”
They heard the first clap of thunder. It rattled the large glass windows. Terri
sighed and grabbed the money off the desk. She held the stack of bills in her hand. They
represented what she’d done here, but it didn’t feel like much. Businesses didn’t survive
long on Main Street. They didn’t survive long downtown. So much of the money that
flowed through town went toward basic necessities, not high-end clothes or handmade
jewelry. It was amazing that she’d lasted this long.
“We had problems before Michael died,” she said.
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The pastor studied her for a moment. Then he lifted the boxes that sat on the chair
across from the desk and placed them on the floor, and sat down.
“It’s been years since we were close.”
“That’s marriage. You fade in and out.”
“That I was fine with. Like you said, it’s marriage. I could live with that. It’s what
came after that I can’t deal with. Tonight we didn’t speak. At all. He got up and went to
the garage and that was it. I made diner, gave it to him, and he left. It’s not like the
romance has faded. It’s like it was never there in the first place.”
Porter folded his hands and looked at the floor. While he wasn’t paying attention
she picked the pen up and held it ready. Regardless of what he had to say, she was going
to go through with the plan. She’d spent most of the day thinking about it. She knew she
shouldn’t have told him. She knew that as soon as she left he would call Casey and tell
him everything. But, unlike Bethesda, New Orleans was big enough to get lost in; she
could disappear and he’d have no choice but to leave her alone. Maybe someday they
could talk again.
“I can’t begin to imagine what you feel, especially after what happened with
Michael,” Porter said.
“Then don’t.”
“I’m not going to. I am going to tell you something, though, and I want you to
listen to me. Until we know who did this, I don’t think you should go. I think you should
be here so that you can know as soon as they do.”
“There are phones, Porter. I can find out quickly.”
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Porter lifted his hands above him. “If you want to go, then go. Just know that the
people here still want the answers. They still want to see that your son has peace. I want
that, and I know you do too.”
He stood and walked out of the office, and Terri followed him. Through the
window the car was hardly visible in the rain. He opened the shop door, and the little bell
rang. She yelled for him to stop, but either he didn’t listen or he couldn’t hear, because a
moment later the rain swallowed him and Terri was left with only the noise of it battering
the roof.
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Chapter 15

The rain soaked through his clothes immediately. The moment he stepped out of
the store, the chill burrowed right through him. He passed the car in soaked shoes, each
step squishing unpleasantly. Porter hadn’t walked in this area of downtown often. He had
little use for the shops down here. The clothes and specialty shops didn’t interest him
much, and as a as result he had a hard time placing himself in relation to the coffee shop.
But then, at the stop sign, he saw the coffee shop a couple of blocks away. The
lights were off, and the parking lot had emptied. He didn’t know how late it was. Anna
would be worried, especially with the rain. He jogged across the street and sprinted the
last block to the shop, reached his hand in his pocket and thumbed the keyless entry
button. The lights flickered, and he pulled the door open and jumped inside. The sound of
the rain was muted inside the car, and Porter rested against the headrest. In the backseat
was his umbrella.
He drove carefully, peering past the slashing wipers. In this weather, it would be
almost midnight before he made it home. He spent the time wondering how he would
explain his delay. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t tell her he’d spent the evening
with a woman alone in her shop. His wife was a supportive woman, but even she had her
limits. It didn’t ultimately matter that Terri’s son had died. Anna would be sympathetic,
but doubts would rise in her mind as they would in any woman’s.
His thoughts drifted back to Terri. It had infuriated him, her plan to leave Casey.
Regardless of how progressive he knew himself to be, the idea of separation—and worse,
divorce—had always made him uncomfortable. He knew he should adjust his
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expectations that in the modern world people looked at marriage as a fluid institution.
They didn’t hold vows as sacred as in the past. He knew all this, but it didn’t change how
much it bothered him. There had been divorces in the church before, both during his and
his father’s tenure. This was a natural occurrence, and he’d dealt with it well enough. But
with Terri it was different. She seemed so quick to abandon even the idea of her son. He
couldn’t imagine what she had gone through, but he despised easy solutions.
Porter stopped at a light on the edge of town. The rain lay thick on his windshield,
and the lone twenty-four-hour gas station shone beside him. He glanced at the fuel gauge
and saw that the light had come on.
Porter pulled up to one of the pumps. Another car, an old Buick, sat at the pump
next to him. The driver stepped out and walked into the gas station. He was young,
probably in high school. Porter had little connection to the kids at the school unless they
went to his church. He talked to the ones in the youth group, and would occasionally
teach their Sunday school lesson when Ron, their youth pastor, wasn’t available.
The boy who walked into the gas station appeared upset. Porter could see from
the way he carried himself that something was off. The attendant must have gone to the
bathroom, because the boy stood in front of the register with nothing in his hands. He
paced back and forth. Porter opened the car door and stepped outside. The rain continued
its banging on the tin roof of the awning. At the sound of his car door slamming, the boy
looked at Porter. For a moment, Porter thought about getting back into his car and pulling
out of the lot, but instead he froze, just as the attendant came back out of the bathroom.
Porter didn’t understand why, in that moment, he was so terrified by the boy’s reaction
when he saw him. He had never seen the kid before, had no knowledge of who he was.
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It wasn’t his face, but what he saw in it that made him pause. Beyond the terror
was something else. It wasn’t quite recognition; it was a kind of knowledge. Porter
waited under the tin roof. When the boy was finished, he hurried to the front door, and
Porter walked up just as he made his way out. The boy tried to walk past him, but Porter
stepped in front of him.
“Are you okay?”
The boy sidestepped and walked toward the Buick.
“Leave me alone. I don’t know who you are.”
Porter followed. The boy pulled open the gas cap and lifted the gas nozzle.
“The way you looked at me when I opened the door, it was like you were scared.
I’m just trying to make sure you’re okay.”
“I’m fine. You surprised me.”
“You were surprised that there were other customers at a gas station?”
The boy looked at him again. The terror was gone, but he was still uneasy. The
boy’s hands twitched. Porter tried to appear calm, but also took a step back. The boy
shook his head.
“Just leave me alone.”
The boy finished pumping his gas and replaced the nozzle and opened the door
and swung into the driver’s seat. Porter stood where he was, in front of the car. The boy
slammed on the horn, and Porter jumped at the sound, then moved out of the way. The
boy started the car and sped out before Porter could stop him. Just as he made his turn,
Porter pulled out his phone and took a picture of the license plate. It was something in the
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way the boy first turned his head toward him, and how that face had forced the air from
his lungs.
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Chapter 16

Terrance didn’t realize he was in Salado until he drove out of it. It had taken him
a little less than an hour to make it to town, and he’d used his lights a few times to escape
the after-school traffic. There was only one small sign to mark the limits of the
community, and it looked like nothing more than a mile marker. Salado felt to Terrance
less like a community, and more like a series of houses in which all the strength had been
sapped from the support beams. Batesville itself was down in the valley, while the
communities of Salado and Southside stood on a hill that looked down on the town. The
only way to access Batesville was down a winding stretch of road that took you down the
hill and across at least a mile of empty space before you reached the first signs of town. It
was striking, the drive. Batesville had plenty of natural beauty, but none of that made its
way up onto the hill. There was only the pockmarked land and wide, meandering roads
that never seemed to lead anywhere of note.
At least up here there was no stink of chicken.
Terrance was glad no one stood outside the homes he drove by. They would
probably wonder what a squad car from Cleborne County was doing nearly sixty miles
away from where it belonged. He hoped Arthur didn’t understand the idea of jurisdiction,
because Porter was well out of his. About twenty miles before he’d reached Salado he
had turned his radio back on, but there was nothing but static. He decided if anyone from
the station asked, he would tell them he’d driven down to Little Rock to be with his mom
for one of her appointments. That part was easy enough. It was what he came here to do
that bothered him. He should have called it in. It was his job to do what the law required,
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and here the law required that he let the proper authorities handle the situation. Instead
he’d decided to place himself personally into a situation he had little control over.
He pulled the car into the lot of an auto garage off the main interstate. He sat and
drummed his fingertips on the steering wheel. On the drive down, it had been easy to
focus on the trip. Now that he was actually in Salado, He didn’t want to go to the house.
Working in Bethesda meant that he was accustomed to working alone, but all he did
alone were traffic stops and small investigations. He’d never gone into a potentially
hostile situation with no backup.
He looked at the GPS unit attached to his windshield. The address Lorraine gave
him seemed to have mystified his device. The screen claimed the house was five hundred
feet away, but there was nothing but this auto garage and a gas station. Attached to the
gas station was a taxidermy shop, and in the window dead animals stared at him with
glassy eyes.
The door to the garage opened and a man stepped out. He walked over to the
squad car and waved at Terrance. Terrance stepped out of the car and breathed in—no
chicken.
“Can I help you, officer?” The man was large, but didn’t seem threatening.
“I’m looking for someone.”
“Who?”
“It’s not important who, can you just tell me where I can find this address?” He
held up a sheet of paper with the address. The man leaned forward and examined it. He
pointed further down the road.
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“You’ll take this road down to the fork and go right. It’ll be somewhere up in
there.”
Terrance nodded. “Thanks.”
The man turned back to the garage, but before he made it to the door he stopped
and looked back at the squad car. “You’re a little out of the way, huh?”
Chapter 17

Shelley stood near the back of the crowded living room. She didn’t know who
lived here. The house was in the wealthy part of town, near a more private section of the
lake. Out here everyone had private docks that led right out to the lake. Teenagers
surrounded her. It was the last big blowout of the summer, or so she heard from the kids
around her. She hadn’t engaged in much conversation, fearing that any talk would
immediately reveal her as someone older. She wasn’t much older, but she wasn’t young
anymore, either. The chattering of drunken teenagers was at once comforting and lonely.
Most of them congregated in the kitchen, while the living room—the space
designed for this very purpose—stood almost empty. It was the same at every party she’d
ever been to. She took another drink—some low quality vodka and punch, but it wasn’t
mixed very well, and she had to work to swallow it.
She hovered near a pair of blond girls standing in line for the bathroom. They
both looked at her but said nothing. One had her phone out, and throughout the girls’
conversation only looked up three times. The other girl rattled on about college. She was
going to Florida State. Her parents didn’t want her to move that far away. They told her
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she should pick a school in Arkansas. ASU served them well enough, why couldn’t it
work for her?
Shelley turned away, wondering what the hell she was doing here. A last ditch
effort. One of the baristas at the coffee shop whom she’d turned into a bit an inside
source had told her about it. Shelley had rushed down from Memphis as soon as she
heard, leaving a large pile of laundry on the bed. The leading theory was still the school,
and this was as close to the school as she could get.
On her way to the kitchen another girl bumped into her, and Shelley could smell
the soured vodka on her breath. She tried not to be so acutely aware of the fact that she
was the only person in this house old enough to legally drink, but she doubted the police
would come out here.
“Who are you?” someone said, and she turned around to find a young man
standing behind her. He was tall, but more so than he should be. It made him appear top
heavy.
“My name is Karen,” she said, and held out her hand. He laughed and shook it.
Shelley didn’t know why she thought she needed a fake name.
“Tom,” he said. “I haven’t seen you around before.”
“I go to Higden.” She looked away, believing he could tell that she was no longer
in high school, and that she hadn’t been to high school in almost eight years. The music
thudded frantically, and the scent of sweat was heavy. The dark lighting would mask her
identity somewhat, but she had no idea how to act.
Tom laughed again
“What?” Shelley said.
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“I don’t think I’ve met a single person from there,” he said, and she was relieved.
Tom stared at her for a long moment, his fingernails clicking against the plastic of his
cup.
“Not a lot of people come to Bethesda much these days.” He waved his arms and
scanned the small crowd. “This is pretty much it.”
She took another drink and tried to formulate a question. There had to be a
purpose to her coming here tonight. Much as she wanted to, she couldn’t leave this story
behind. After she’d talked to the cop the other night in the parking lot, she’d been
reinvigorated. She wanted to see the job through.
Teenagers laughed and danced, and it all looked so normal to her. She had hoped
to find some tension that she could exploit; it had only been a been a month since one of
their classmates died. The boy had been a senior, too, on his way to college after school
finished. Here she stood at a party, the last big blowout before the fall, and no one
appeared to care in the least about his absence, or the reason for it.
She was getting the feeling Michael wasn’t big on parties.
“I’m sorry if this sounds rude, but you don’t seem like someone who’s really big
into parties,” Tom said over the music. Shelley tried to hide her surprise with a drink, but
then nearly gagged on the taste. She coughed into her cup.
“It’s not rude,” she said at last. “I don’t normally. I just wanted to get out of town.
There’s not much to do in Higden.”
“I think I went there once. I can’t remember why, though.”
“It used to be at the bottom of the lake,” she said, and he looked at her, confused,
his head cocked to the side like a dog.
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“I heard that before. Is it true?”
“As far as I know,” she said, and the body nodded and took another drink. Shelley
breathed deep and tried to quell the panic. It had been stupid to come here, and one look
in the light would show that she was no high school student. She wasn’t even in college
anymore. Tom pointed at the door that led out to the deck. She nodded and they stepped
outside, where it was dark enough to keep her secret for a little longer.
The music retreated, and Shelley looked out over the lake. The property sloped
down to the edge of the water, a long rolling expanse. On the surface of the water rested a
small wooden dock. The dock swayed side to side in the pull of the currents. It was a
beautiful view, and from here the mountain stood nowhere in sight.
Tom leaned against the wooden railing. He held his cup over the side and stared
down.
“I’ve been to this house so many times, and I never get tired of the view.”
“Who owns it?”
“Harris, or I guess his parents. They’re politicians or something.”
Shelley asked who Harris was and Tom shrugged.
“I would show you, but I haven’t seen him all night. I think he’s upstairs.”
“Is he normally so hard to find at parties?”
“No. He’s usually the whole party. It’s why we have them here. That, and this
house is kick ass.”
Shelley looked out at the lake. She swayed a little in time with the music. Tom
stood beside her. He didn’t speak, and it seemed to her that he’d run out of things to say,
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had burned through all his confidence in the first minutes. She forced down the rest of her
drink and showed him the empty cup.
“I’m going to go get a refill and walk around some. I’ll catch up to you in a little
bit.”
He nodded and they stepped back inside. The music boomed. All around her
people milled about with their drinks. She tossed the cup in the trash can and tried to find
the staircase.
The house was large, and open ended. When she first walked in she’d noticed the
large living room and the kitchen. The floors were a beautiful polished hardwood, and the
walls had been painted a deep magenta. It reminded her a little of her parents’ house in
Memphis. There was the shared, but basic, extravagance to the design. The home was
muted, but still more house than anyone really needed.
She found the stairs in their own separate room, removed from the living room
and the kitchen. Harris’ house wasn’t designed like any house she’d been in before, but
this worked to her advantage, as she had more room for stealth. She took a cautious first
step. The wood didn’t creak, though she doubted anyone upstairs could hear such a thing
over the din of the music anyway.
On the staircase wall were the requisite family pictures. It seemed that Harris was
an only child. He had a striking face, even as a child. His brow was prominent and he
always looked away from the camera, as if he couldn’t bear to face the lens. It wasn’t the
face that said “life of the party” to Shelley.
At the top of the stairs was a narrow hallway. More photos lined the walls here
too, but more of them were of his father than Harris. She saw the photo of him shaking
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hands with the governor of Arkansas. Of the several doors along the hallway, only one
was shut. Shelley walked silently to the door and stood before it. The music downstairs
concealed any noise she might have made, but it also prevented her from hearing any
conversations that might be going on on the other side of the door. She pressed her ear to
the wood, but all she heard was the thudding bass.
What was she doing here? She was nearly thirty, and she was lurking in the
hallway of some high school kid’s house trying to eavesdrop. Nothing she found here
could actually be used in a story, and besides, she’d stopped writing updates on the case
for the site because there was nothing to update. After the last update her editor had told
her to move on, she’d drained that well dry. She told him she would, and yet here she
was.
She had no idea if Harris had anything to do with the case. She knew that the
police suspected someone in the school, but there was no suspect in mind yet, and they
were still waiting for the tests to come back from the scene. It made sense to her that it
would be a student. All the information gathered on Michael told her that he wasn’t much
liked in school. He’d been obnoxious and grating, prone to throwing his sexuality in the
face of everyone who wasn’t comfortable with it. He’d been proud of who he was, but
that pride too often came off as arrogant and aggressive.
Like every other reporter, she hadn’t been able to get an interview with the
parents. She’d tried, a few weeks back, to get a hold of the father, but he would never
return her calls. The one time she got through to him he yelled at her to stop calling him,
and she’d been so terrified of the rage she’d heard in his voice that she never tried again.
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From behind her on the stairs came the sound of heavy shoes clattering on the
stairs, and Shelley ran into the closest open room and hid behind the open door. The
footsteps made their way to the closed door, and she heard the knock. The door opened,
and Shelley peered through the crack in the door jam. Harris had opened it—she
recognized him from the pictures—and the other boy pointed back down the stairs. Harris
and those with him spilled from the room and went clomping down the stairs. After a
moment, Shelley followed. She kept far enough back they wouldn’t be able to see her,
but by the time they reached the bottom of the stairs they were consumed by the party
and Shelley was able to slip back into the crowd.
She saw Tom standing near the television. He immediately turned his attention to
her, and she shrugged, hoping to shake off his questions, but he kept looking at her.
Harris walked up to another boy standing in the middle of the room. This boy had the
broad shoulders of an athlete, and in his hand was a bottle of whiskey. The boy seemed
unsteady on his feet. He swayed back and forth, looking for balance. He seemed to be
looking out the open door that lead to the back deck and to the water.
Harris grabbed this boy by the shoulder, but the boy shrugged him off.
“Don’t touch me, Harris.” His voice wavered, but was clear enough. The other
kids at the party ignored them, but Shelley kept close. Tom walked around the edge of the
room to stand by her. Before he could speak Shelley held her hand up.
“Not now. Later.”
“You need to leave, Jay,” Harris said, and gestured to the door. Jay shook his
head, and when he turned to Harris he stumbled over his own feet, the whiskey sloshing
in the bottle.
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“I’m not leaving. Not until we talk,” he said. Harris grabbed him by the shoulder
again, and this time Jay shoved him, and Harris bumped into the table in the middle of
the living room. He found his balance and struck fast, catching Jay in the face with a right
hook. Jay dropped onto the couch. Harris bent down and hit him again, and then grabbed
him by the arm and lifted him to his feet. Harris ripped the bottle of whiskey out of his
hand and tossed it behind them. Jay threw a weak fist, but Harris sidestepped and placed
an arm around Jay’s shoulder and pulled him along. The two of them walked toward the
front door, and Harris shoved Jay the rest of the way out the door.
Harris came back and looked at the rest of his guests.
“Sorry, everyone,” he said, and walked back to the room that held the staircase.
Shelley watched him. The others who’d been upstairs with him followed.
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Chapter 18

Arthur’s house was the same as the others around it, sagging and broken. The one
car in driveway, an old Toyota, was green and boxy, the paint peeling away from the
exterior, leaving behind metal that looked almost soft, as if it had become so porous from
the rust you could mold it with your hands. Terrance parked the cruiser in front of the
driveway, blocking escape by car. Not that he thought this would happen; the Toyota
looked as if it had not been driven in months, and Terrance knew he could chase it down
if it did.
He stepped out of the car, and breathed in, and tried to convince himself that there
was no way he could smell the chicken plant from here. Maybe the smell traveled on the
skin of those who drove into town, clinging to them like sweat. He passed the Toyota,
and as he walked by he swiped the hood with his fingertips. Thick red rust peeled away.
At the front door he pushed the button, and the loud buzz surprised him—he didn’t
expect it would work.
The front door opened, and from behind a wrought-iron and glass security door, a
boy peaked out. He was about ten, with bushy blond hair that flew away from him at
every angle. In the midst of all that hair, bright eyes stared back at him. Terrance bent
down.
“Are you Chris?”
The boy nodded, and a large man appeared behind him. There were some
similarities. The man’s hair had the same thick, uncontrolled frizz of his child, but his
was as black as motor oil. The man placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder and they looked
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at Terrance through the glass of the security door. Terrance tapped the wrought iron with
his knuckle. It felt solid.
“Can I help you, Officer?” Arthur asked, his voice thick and low. He looked at the
squad car, and Terrance adjusted so that he blocked the view. He placed his hand on the
butt of his gun; he knew that the reminder might not help the situation, that it might make
Arthur more nervous, but he liked the feel of the gun under his hand.
“May I come in?”
“Not without a warrant.”
“It’s not that kind of call, Mr. Reagan.”
“I don’t know what kind of call it is.”
Arthur moved in front of the boy, and the boy seemed to vanish behind his wide
body. From somewhere inside the sound of a ceiling fan rattling in its housing reached
him. Terrance pointed to the small bush of hair he could still see.
“The boy,” Terrance said, and looked Arthur in the eye. The eyes were dark and
focused. “He should be with his mother.”
“I don’t know what concern that is of yours. There’s no custody agreement.”
Terrance nodded, and the other man looked down at the holstered 9mm. In his
years on the force, he’d never once had to draw. Life in Bethesda had been quiet, and
he’d appreciated that.
“His mother called the police,” Terrance said evenly. “Told me the boy was
supposed to be home yesterday. She told me you didn’t bring him home. That’s
kidnapping, Mr. Reagan.”
Arthur twitched at the word and scratched his head.
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“Shit,” he said, and opened the storm door and motioned him inside. “Come in,
for Christ’s sake.”

Terrance was amazed at the amount of junk. On the kitchen table, an engine block sat
surrounded by to go cups stained near the bottom where the liquid soaked through. He
thought the air should smell like decay, but the smell of motor oil was overpowering.
There wasn’t room to sit, or anywhere he wanted to, so Terrance leaned one shoulder
against the wall. The boy had disappeared somewhere. Arthur headed toward the kitchen.
“The boy is in his room.”
“There’s enough space for that?”
Arthur didn’t answer. He grabbed a beer from the table and took a long drink.
Then he walked to the other room and sat on the couch. The television played on mute,
and the glow of the evening news flashed onto hiss dingy blue t-shirt. He found the
remote on the cushion next to him and flicked the volume button. The reporter’s voice
returned, but low enough that they could still talk. Arthur moved a piece of paper off the
table and placed his beer down. He coughed and stared at the television.
“Lorraine called it in? That dingbat. She knows I’ll bring him home eventually. I
just had more time off.”
“What you’re doing is kidnapping, Mr. Reagan. She had to call it in. If you want
to spend more time with your son, that’s fine, but this is not the way you do it.” Terrance
moved a collection of wrenches from a chair in the corner of the small living room. The
fabric was dusty, and the oil from the wrenches had leaked onto it, but he sat down
anyway. From the back of the house came the sound of electronic gunfire. Chris was
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playing some sort of game. For a few moments neither man spoke. They listened to the
sounds of violence in the other room, and the reporters on the television.
“She doesn’t let me have him enough,” Arthur said at last. “I only get him on days
off, and he never gets to stay with me. I just want to spend time with him, why is that so
hard?” He took another sip of beer. Judging by the way he slouched into the couch, he’d
been drinking for a while. His face, doughy and unshaved, had a look of numbness, as if
he’d just returned from the dentist.
“You have to do it the right way.”
“And what’s the right way?”
“You make a custody agreement. You get a lawyer involved.”
Arthur dismissed this with a wave of his hand. He finished off the beer and tossed
the can onto the coffee table.
“I don’t have money for no lawyer. She knows that.”
Terrance waited. Then he stood up and walked to the back.
On his own, he knew, Arthur would never let him take the boy, even though he
was a police officer.
Arthur got to his feet with surprising speed. “Where are you going?”
In the dimness of the hallway Terrance could see the open door, and the child
sitting on the bed. The boy had a warm, open face, and he smiled as Terrance opened the
door. He seemed not to be bothered in the least that a strange man had just entered his
room. It’s clear he took after his mother, and lacked the bullishness of his father. The boy
looked up, and the bedroom door slammed shut in front of Terrance, leaving Terrance
stranded in the dark hallway.
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Terrance just had time to turn around before a fist caught him in the face. It
landed under the eye, but with enough force that his vision exploded in fragments of
light. The lights blinded him long enough for Arthur to land another blow before
Terrance shoved Arthur into the wall, and pulled a can of mace from his belt. He thought
of his gun, and in his mind he knew that if he fired it, even as a warning, he’d have to
make a report, and the department would know he’d driven sixty miles out of his
jurisdiction. Arthur tried to wrestle the can of mace from his hands, and though the man’s
hands were slick with oil, his grip was strong. With his knee Terrance heaved him back
into the wall and pulled the cap free.
The mace exploded in Arthur’s face, but in the crowded space, the peppery liquid
immediately burned Terrance’s lungs, and he fell against the plaster as Arthur screamed
and dug at his own eyes. A violent, gasping rawness tore at Terrance’s lungs, but he
could still see well enough to make it to the bedroom door. He pushed it open. The boy
coughed as the spray’s tendrils made their way to him. Terrance reached into a drawer
and pulled out a t-shirt and tied it around the boy’s face, bandit style, then found another
for himself. He motioned for the boy to follow him, but the boy sat staring at his father,
slumped, vomiting in the hallway.
Terrance bent down, and the boy backed away. Terrance pulled the shirt away and
opened his mouth, and the bitter taste of pepper spilled in.
“I have to take you back to your mom, Chris. She needs you. Can you come with
me?”
The boy just looked at him. Terrance shook all over. It felt as if he’d gone into
shock. When they sprayed him with the mace in training, they’d done so outdoors, and

118

the person who’d sprayed backed away quickly. They never told him the dangers of
spraying mace inside a house, how the close quarters would amplify it’s effect.
At last the boy nodded, and Terrance took him by the wrist and walked into the
hallway. As they passed Arthur, the stricken man made a blind grab at the boy, and
Terrance kicked his arm away. Outside, he put Chris down on the ground and leaned
against the brick wall. He pulled the t-shirt from his face and breathed deeply. The boy
did the same, as in some game of monkey-see monkey-do, and then they both ran to the
squad car.

Book 3
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Chapter 19

They found him on the mountain, near the summit. Right before you reach the top, there’s
a small level stretch dotted by pine trees. Michael had climbed up to the middle of one of these
trees, just high enough that he could look out over the other trees and scan the lake and the parts
of town that were visible from the summit. That level stretch of terrain is small, and it’s surface
is rocky and broken, but it is stable. Harris and the others found him here. They found him sitting
in the branches just above the rest of them. By then night had begun to fall, and the sun had
fallen out of the view of the mountain. A few tendrils of light remained; just enough to see the
last of the boats pull back into the dock.
Michael didn’t notice the other boys at first, and in the seconds before they called out to
him he looked to Harris as if he was at peace. He faced the water, and stared out at the
shimmering waves created by one last speedboat bouncing across the waves enjoying the last
moments of daylight. Darrell threw a rock at the tree, and it bounced off the trunk just a few
inches from Michael’s head. He turned to them with a smile, but when he saw Harris his
expression soured, and he shook his head. Darrell called for him to come down.
Harris reached over to Darrell, but the larger boy pushed him out of the way, hot-headed
from the beer they’d had drunk before climbing the mountain. Darrell demanded Michael come
down again, told him he was a faggot. Told him he should get out of here before Darrell did
something he regretted. Michael sat in the tree a moment longer, and then began to lower
himself from the branch. Harris yelled at him not to, but Darrell shoved Harris to the ground.
Dirt; it spilled into his mouth and coated his tongue. Harris spit it out, and when he rose back to
his feet Michael had just reached the ground. Michael stooped for the book bag he’d left at the
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base of the tree, but Darrell kicked it out of his reach and laughed. Michael shook his head and
moved toward the bag again. Darrell shoved him back into the tree. Michael regained his
footing and swung at Darrell, catching him in the side.
Jay and the other boys cheered, and Michael stood ready. Darrell touched his side where
the blow had landed. He laughed and stepped closer to Michael. Michael swung again, this time
connecting with the jaw, and Darrell stumbled backward, nearly tripping over a rock that jutted
out of the ground.
“Leave me alone, Darrell,” Michael said.
Darrell regained his balance, and pressed a hand to his jaw. “We’re just teasing, fuck.”
“I’m tired of it. You do this shit all the time,” Michael said. “School’s over.”
Darrell swung and caught Michael in the face, and he dropped to the dirt. Darrell kicked
him in the side.
Harris stepped over to Darrell. “Stop it, man, this is ridiculous.”
“Fuck off, Harris.” Darrell shoved him again, but this time Harris kept his footing. “This
faggot just punched me.”
“And you punched him back. It’s done.”
Darrell struck Harris in the eye, and the force of it sent him back to the ground. He
pressed his hand to his face, trying to stop the pain as the others laughed. Jay stumbled forward
and helped Harris off the ground. His eye watered, and Harris closed it to keep the air out.
Jay looked at him. “Don’t, man. Just let him do what he’s going to do.”
Michael tried to climb to his feet. Harris opened his mouth to tell him to stop, but nothing
came out. Michael stood on legs that trembled like a colt’s. He gathered his strength and threw
another punch that struck Darrell in the chest, but with little force. Darrell punched again, this
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time to the smaller boy’s nose, and the crack rattled through Harris’ head—a dry crunch that
sounded as impersonal as a tree branch breaking underfoot. The others cheered. Darrell
staggered forward on inebriated legs and struck Michael again, and again, in the face. Michael
stopped fighting back and fell to the ground.
Then he stopped moving.
Harris let his eyes wander to the gaps in the trees, and here he saw the flash of last
minute sunlight reflect off a boat cruising across the still surface of the lake.

Harris hadn’t seen Darrell since the night of the attack. He tried to call his number the morning
after, when he’d woken with a stomach so unsettled he rushed to the bathroom and vomited all
over the sink. He didn’t know if his nausea was from the alcohol, or the memory of all they had
done. He couldn’t stop replaying the last blow, the moment when Michael sagged into the dirt,
and how after the last blow Darrell turned to the others, eyes wide and tearful. They’d all run to
Michael, but stood by as he shook violently—twitching and vomiting blood. Jay and Harris tried
to lean him on his side to prevent the blood from pooling in his lungs. Darrell stood beside them
apologizing, blubbering.
When Harris called Darrell, the next morning, the phone went straight to voicemail. The
sound of the boy’s voice, so calm and normal, almost made him vomit again, and to stop it he lay
down on the cool bathroom tile. Later, once he managed to pull himself up and into the kitchen,
he found the house empty and silent. His parents had to be in Little Rock for the weekend, he
remembered. Normally, he would make a few calls and set up a party for the night, but the
thought of other people made him ill. He spent the rest of the morning in his bed with the
television on as loud as he could stand it.
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Over the next few weeks, he kept his head down in school. Darrell had disappeared, but
the school had erupted into chaos at the arrival of the news vans that crowded around the front
gate. For the first time, the security guard who drove around the parking lot had actual work to
do, and Harris watched him grimly shake his head at the approaching reporters who jabbed
microphones in his face. He would let them film their segments outside the school, but he never
once let them step foot on the property. Darrell’s parents let the school know that they were
removing him for now; they claimed the stress of the crime had upset him.
Harris’ dad, a county representative, drove to Little Rock every other day to talk to the
state department about the investigation. When he came home he tried to tell Harris about how
close the police were to finding who did it. At night Harris stared out the window expecting the
blue lights to flash through the glass at any moment. He expected they would come and his
parents would wake to find that their son had become a monster.
The lights never came, and the case stalled. A month went by and the town returned to
normal. His father went back to work, and when the subject of Michael came up, no one spoke.

The day after the party, Harris drove up to Darrell’s house. Jay had unnerved him, brought too
much attention. Darrell lived across the street from a small park down the road from the school.
Sometimes they’d get beer from their guy at the trailer park who sold them twelve packs at
fifteen dollars a case, then sit on the faded playground equipment, drinking. No one ever
bothered them, and Harris couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a kid out there.
He parked his car on the street. Darrell’s house was small and boxy, maybe half the size
of his. Both of Darrell’s parents worked at the Kroger downtown and worked odd hours. Neither
of their cars was in the driveway. He crossed the unkempt lawn and knocked on the door. No one
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answered. Harris peaked through the narrow window to the side of the door and saw the back of
Darrell’s head. He was sitting on the couch in front of the television.
“Darrell, answer the fucking door,” he called.
Darrell looked over the couch at the door, but didn’t move.
“I’m serious, man. You can’t hide like this forever.” Harris pounded on the door again.
“Jay came to my house last night. He was so trashed he couldn’t stand. Do you know what kind
of shit that could cause?”
Darrell stood from the couch and walked toward the door. The glass was rippled, and
Darrell wavered as he walked. He opened the door, and a blast of cool air reached Harris.
“What?”
“I want to talk,” Harris said.
“I don’t.” Darrell moved to shut the door, and Harris stuck his foot in the doorway.
“Come on man, fucking talk to me.”
Darrell sighed and swung the door open enough for Harris to step in. Inside the pristine
house, he crossed his arms to ward off the chill of the air conditioner. Darrell walked past him,
back into the living room, and sat down on the couch. He grabbed the remote and turned the
volume up. Harris sat down on the chair on the opposite side of the coffee table.
“What are we going to do?” Harris said.
Darrell turned the television up.
“Darrell, give me the remote.” Harris held his hand out, but Darrell didn’t move. “Give
me the remote.”
“I don’t want to talk.”
“Will you stop acting so stupid and fucking talk?”
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“We killed someone!” Darrell yelled, and Harris jerked his hand away as Darrell threw
the remote across the room. It broke on the tile floor, and one of the batteries rolled back
underneath the couch.
Harris stood and collected the remains of the remote from the floor. He placed the pieces
on the table. “I know.”
“I don’t want to fucking talk about it. I killed someone. You were there, but I hit him and
he died. What is there to talk about?”
“What do we do?” Harris asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, the fucking cops know someone at the school did it. They probably think it was
a student. It’s pretty well known we didn’t get along with Michael, and we’re not professional
fucking killers.” Harris stood from the chair. He rubbed at his shadow of a black eye. It was still
sore to the touch, even a month later.
Darrell shook his head. “They don’t know it was us. If they did we wouldn’t be here right
now.”
Harris bent down and looked Darrell in the eyes. Slumped on the couch, he didn’t seem
as large or menacing as he had before. What they had done up on the mountain had drained the
fight out of him. “We have to get out of here, man. Go somewhere before they catch us. All of us
do.”
Darrell put his head in his hands and sighed. The gray t-shirt he wore stretched tight
against his broad shoulders. “If we run, that means we’re guilty.”
“We’re guilty already Darrell,” Harris said.
Darrell nodded and stood up from the couch. He stepped over to the TV and turned it off.
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“Where can we go?”

An hour later they sat at the dining room table with Darrell’s laptop. Since neither of them had
passports, they knew they would have to stay in the US. They settled on New Mexico. It was far
enough from Arkansas that they didn’t think anyone would look for them there. Plus Harris had
been once before, on the way to California. His family stopped in Albuquerque for a night, and
Harris had loved the long stretches of empty desert. He and Darrell could loose themselves in the
plains and sparse stretches of arid land. There were hundreds of small towns and reservations
they could settle into.
“I’ve never been to New Mexico, or any desert,” Darrell said. “I don’t know how this
will work.”
“We aren’t going to live in the desert. We’ll find some small town, choose different
names and get work there.”
“Until when?” Darrell said.
Harris stopped his work on the computer, and looked over the screen at Darrell. The TV
was on, quiet enough so they could work but still hear the laughter. “We don’t come back,
Darrell, not ever.”
Darrell nodded, and stood up from the table. Harris followed him into the bedroom in the
back. From the closet, Darrell pulled a blue suitcase. He unzipped the case and opened the
dresser next to the bed. He grabbed the underwear and socks from the first drawer and shoved
them into the empty case.
“Are we going now?” Harris asked.
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Darrell turned to open the next drawer. “It doesn’t make sense to stay, does it? You said
it yourself.”
“I know.” Harris sat down on the edge of the bed. “I still have to pack.”
“Are your parents home?”
Harris shook his head. “Little Rock.”
“Good.” Darrell shoved the contents of the second drawer into the suitcase. “We’ll go
there next.”
Harris stood. When Darrell finished with the clothes he went to grab his phone charger,
but Harris shook his head.
“You can’t take your phone,” he said.
“Why not?”
“They can track it. Don’t you read the news?”
Darrell tossed the phone charger on the bed. He pulled his phone out of the pocket of his
shorts and dropped it beside the charger. “Not anymore I don’t.”
They loaded the suitcase in the back of Harris’ car. Darrell’s parents had had to borrow
his car. The boys would have to make due with Harris’ Grand Am. The car was already on it’s
last legs, but Harris hoped it would hold up long enough to drive the thousand or so miles to New
Mexico.
After they packed the car with Darrell’s things, they turned back to the house.
“My parents will know I did it,” Darrell said.
“Eventually,” Harris agreed. “But they won’t know where you are.”
Darrell turned away from the house. “Let’s go.”
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Chapter 20

After she talked with Porter, Terri had gone home to find Casey asleep in the chair in the
living room. The television was on, and the sound of laughter was so loud she wondered how he
could sleep through it. She’d stopped in the entryway of the living room. Casey looked
comfortable, at peace even. The sound of the television drained the energy from her, and instead
of waking him she walked right over to the couch and sat down. With the noise as a cover, she
cried into a pillow. It was the most she’d cried in years, and the first time she had really, truly
cried since Michael died. In the first few weeks there’d been only the shock of his passing, and
then she’d had to deal with the silence from Casey. As she burrowed her head into the couch she
realized she’d never taken the time to mourn. Had never taken the time to fully understand what
she had lost. The room upstairs was no longer her son’s. Michael would no longer come home
and run past her on the way to his room. She would no longer knock on his door and find him
reading or playing games on his computer. Some day she would have to pack it all up and get rid
of it. She would have to donate the clothes and take down the posters. She would have to sell the
mattress and the television. They would have to turn the room into some other kind of space.
Terri would never buy her son a car, or see him off to college. She remembered the panic she’d
felt when she realized how close he was to leaving them, and the smile on his face when he
thought about the next step in his life. There would never again be another garden, or another
shed. The projects they’d started would never be finished, or if they were, it wouldn’t be with her
son.
A hand pressed lightly against the back of her head, and when she turned Casey looked at
her with his own tears. They didn’t speak, but sat in the glow of the television until the sun
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finally rose and they both fell asleep. The next day they didn’t talk about what he’d seen, but
they did talk, and she heard him laugh for the first time at a joke she made about breakfast. When
his mouth opened and his shoulders shook, she became so overwhelmed she hid her face behind
her coffee mug just to avoid showing him how much it meant to hear him laugh again.
Now she opened the car door and stood at the base of the mountain. It was too cold for
tourists, so the lot was empty. She hadn’t made the climb since the first time she drove to
Bethesda, thirteen years ago when Casey accepted the job offer that brought them here. Michael
had only been five; a precocious boy, chattering and frantic. The three of them made the climb
on a clear spring day. They’d packed a small basket and had a picnic up on the summit. They
laughed as Michael danced around the rock. The other hikers up there laughed with them.
Terri took a few deep breaths of the cold air and set off for the path.

She stopped just before the summit, in the clearing where it happened. By now she knew all the
details. Once they’d crossed Casey and her off the list, the police had been open to her questions.
The murder had taken place here—right here—but she could see no signs of it now. The book
bag he’d left behind sat in the evidence locker. So did the scraps of paper that had escaped from
it. They tested those for fingerprints but found only Michael’s. The bloody leaves were gone as
well. The scene was clean, but it still felt violent to her. It felt corrupted. The first time she’d
made the climb she hadn’t noticed this spot. Michael hadn’t either. It was pleasant, but so was
the rest of the climb. Everyone liked the flat rock face at the top, which stretched out over the
side of the mountain like an addition, like a giant deck.

129

Terri walked over to the tree where they found the book bag. From here she could see out
to the lake, and the water was still. No boats were on the surface, but they lined the harbor, tied
down to the docks.
She wondered what he must have felt in those last moments, when whoever came for him
made it to the top. Did he see them first? Did they know who he was? Could he have somehow
provoked the attack? She had so many questions for which there would never be any answers.
Even if they found who did it, she would never know what it felt like to be with her son in those
last moments. Porter had been right; she couldn’t just leave—not yet. As much as she wanted to
start fresh, she never could. This would hang on her like a disease in New Orleans just as much
as it did here. Only, in New Orleans, there would be no one who knew. She would be alone with
her guilt and her memories.
She walked the rest of the way to the summit. There, on flat rock, was the dark stain. A
natural resting place. It was here they’d left him. The blood still stained the surface, and a small
shrine had been set up near it. Someone had built a barrier of ropes that blocked access to the
stone. In the middle of the barrier, at the center of the stone, stood a bouquet of wilted flowers.
No one had told her about the monument. No one had told her that someone came up here to
mourn her son. She dropped to her knees in the sand and stared at the blood. The wind lifted
around her, swirling the sand and running along the skin of her arms. She ignored it, and focused
on the stain.
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Chapter 21

Terrance and Chris stopped at the first restaurant they found outside of Batesville, a small
diner near a gas station. It was just past five when they pulled into the parking lot. The diner sat
just off the exit ramp for the interstate. They sat in a booth and Terrance ordered two
cheeseburgers. On the television, an ESPN reporter talked about the upcoming college football
season. The few other customers in the diner stared blankly at their food or watched the
television. None of them, Terrance noted, paid attention to the cop and the silent kid who sat as
close to the door as they could.
“You like football?” Terrance asked, and the boy shrugged and took another drink of his
Coke. “I do,” Terrance said. “I played a little back in high school, and some intramural in
college. I was never good enough to play for the school, but I liked the game.”
The boy said nothing.
“Do you like any sport?”
Again, the shrug.
“What do you like at school?”
“Science,” the boy said.
Terrance lit up at the mention of it. “I studied science in college.”
“What kind?” the boy asked.
“Engineering.”
The waitress came back with their food. Terrance grabbed the salt, but he couldn’t even
look at the pepper. The memory of the scent was enough to make him gag. Once they’d gotten
on the road, he realized he’d left the can back at Arthur’s house, and this panicked him at first,
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but then he realized that Arthur wouldn’t say anything; if he did he would have to explain how
he assaulted a uniformed police officer.
He took a bite of his burger and leaned back in the plastic bench. Chris took a tentative
bite, and then a larger one. He chewed, and looked back at Terrance.
“What’s that?”
“What’s what?”
“What you said. Engine ears.”
“Engineers build all the machines that scientists use. We’re the ones who built the space
station that’s orbiting the planet.”
“You built that?”
“Well, no. When I said ‘we’ I meant it collectively. Like, all engineers.”
“But you’re a cop.” Chris took another bite of his burger.
“Yes.”
“Not an engineer.”
“Well, no.”
“I don’t know why you say ‘we’ then.”
Terrance sighed and lifted his burger. Outside, traffic hissed along the road in front of the
diner. They’d just reached the edge of the county line, about halfway through the drive. Out here
it was mostly farmhouses that sat far off the road, with little to indicate they were even there at
night but a few powerful farm-lights. He didn’t have much stomach for large cities, but he
couldn’t imagine living so remotely, so completely alone. At least back in Bethesda he had his
mother, for now. He also had Joel, for whatever good that would do him.
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Terrance turned back to the boy. He’d finished his burger, and now he grabbed at the
fries. He took the squirt bottle of ketchup and held it over the basket and sprayed the entire plate
of fries. Terrance smiled and squeezed some ketchup onto his own plate. He knew he should
have taken him straight home, but when he looked in the rear view mirror as they left town the
boy sat shaking in the backseat. He vibrated against the door. Terrance thought the restaurant
would calm him down, and it seemed to. The moment they pulled into the parking lot, he’d
begun to relax.
“You’re very calm about me taking you home,” Terrance said.
Chris ate a fry and looked out the window. Terrance could feel the boy’s legs twitching
under the table, his feet kicking the metal stanchion.
“I hope my dad’s okay,” he said. He swallowed a fry and craned his neck around to see
the television.
“He’ll be fine. It could have been a lot worse, but it’s not.”
The boy nodded and Terrance leaned back as much as he could. The booth offered little
comfort, but it was nice to get out of the car, if even for a short while. He took the last bite of his
burger and picked at the fries. His stomach still curdled from the memory of the mace. He
promised himself he would never use it again. Next time it would be the Taser.
Chris seemed to suffer no lasting effects from the spray. His eyes were clear. He looked
up at Terrance and said, “I’m supposed to trust the police. They save me when I’m in trouble.
That’s how it goes.”
“You think you were in trouble?”
“A cop came to my house. That’s what that means.”
Terrance had a hard time arguing with that.
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Once they were within radio range the static faded, but no voices followed it. Terrance talked to
the boy about engineering, about the classes he’d had to take in college. The boy seemed
interested, and when Terrance asked if that’s what he wanted to do when he grew up, the boy
nodded. Terrance hoped he would even have the chance for college.
“You like school?”
“Sure,” Chris said.
“You have to make sure you do really well, okay? That’s how you get into college. It
costs a lot of money, but if you’re smart it doesn’t cost as much.”
“Was it free for you?” he asked, and Terrance laughed.
“Not quite.”
Chris fell silent and for the last stretch of the drive Terrance focused on the road before of
him. As soon as they passed the city limits sign, Terrance let out a breath he didn’t know he was
holding. It was Sunday, and many of the cars downtown were full of well-dressed families
headed to church. There weren’t as many of them on the road as there would be in the morning,
but in Bethesda church happened twice on Sunday, and plenty of people made it to both. When
they reached the south side of town, the traffic cleared, and Terrance got an idea.
“Want to go really fast?” he said. The boy nodded, and Terrance flicked on the lights.
The blue light splashed against the vacant buildings around him in the late afternoon semidarkness. As they rounded the turn, a red Mazda pulled to the shoulder. He imagined the relief as
the driver realized he wasn’t the target. He glanced in the rear-view and saw the car still sitting
on the shoulder. If he hadn’t had Chris with him, he would’ve stopped just to make sure there
wasn’t a bigger reason for the driver’s relief. Terrance remembered feeling like that before he
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was a cop: the palm sweats, the close inspection of the speedometer needle to assure himself he
wasn’t going even a mile over the limit. That power had impressed him, years before he ever
decided to join the force. There was psychology to it, a manipulation that stems from decades of
conditioning. It wasn’t that he grew up around criminals. Like everyone else, he knew it didn’t
take much to break the law, and the law, by its definition, gave little breathing room. People
tended to become conscious of that when he drove behind them, and he tried to keep that in
mind—that when they got nervous they made mistakes, they over-corrected and swerved, or they
drove too slow to be safe. From time to time he pulled these people over and told them not to
worry so much, but to just drive the way they always did. Some seemed grateful, but others
seemed more terrified than they’d been before he stopped them. Terrance enjoyed being a cop,
but he sometimes hated the fear that came with it.
Now he slowed and turned onto the narrow gravel road that led to Lorraine’s trailer park,
and stopped just at the entrance and flicked off the lights. In the dusk he could see all the trailers
and their faded paint. No one was outside except for an old man who sat on a wooden porch that
had been attached to his trailer. The old man stared at the squad car.
“Why are we stopping here?” Chris asked.
Terrance turned off the radio. No one could listen unless he pressed the button, but it
made him feel more secure knowing that no one could come through.
“I want to make sure you understand something.”
“What?”
“I didn’t tell anyone what I was doing all day. Do you know what that means?”
“Not really.”
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“It means that no one knows I came to get you. I didn’t tell any of the other officers, and I
didn’t tell any of the officers up in Batesville, either.”
Chris scrunched his eyes together, and Terrance could see the effort it took for him to try
and understand it.
“Okay. What does that mean, though? Is it bad?”
“What it means is that you shouldn’t tell anyone about what happened today, okay? Just
pretend you spent the whole day at your mom’s like you always do. You can say your daddy
came to visit, but don’t tell them he took you home with him, and don’t mention that you were
brought back by a police officer. Just pretend it was a normal day. Don’t tell anyone about what
happened at the house, and don’t tell anyone about the restaurant. It won’t be good for your
mom. She wouldn’t like it. I think it would be best if you just go on like normal. I’m going to tell
your mom the same thing.”
For a moment, Chris just stared at the trailer park. A dog stepped out from behind a car
parked in front of a vacant lot. It was a small terrier and it sniffed the air with an upturned nose.
Chris pointed to the dog. “I like that dog. It’s nice to me.”
Terrance nodded and patted him on the leg.
“What about what I told you?” Chris watched the dog for a moment longer, and then
finally said okay.
Terrance sat back in the seat.
The car bounced through the potholes in the gravel as they drove through the park. When
they passed the old man he angled his head to follow their path. Terrance ignored him, but he
could feel the intensity of his gaze. There was now just one car in the driveway; the others had
left tracks in the gravel and dirt. Once outside the car, Chris bounded for the steps. The boy
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moved more freely here, Terrance thought, than he did at Arthur’s. There was more space here,
the air felt less troubled. The boy didn’t knock before opening, and Terrance thought to stop him
before remembering that of course he wouldn’t knock because for Chris this was home—real
home, not the one his father tried to create in Batesville. Terrance followed behind him, stopping
just below the front steps of the trailer as the front door swung open.
Lorraine grabbed Chris and squeezed tight. Terrance hung back. He knew he’d have to
tell her about the circumstances of her son’s return, but for now he gave them space. At last
Chris ran inside the house, and Lorraine followed him with her eyes until he vanished then she
turned her gaze to Terrance.
“Did he go quietly?”
Terrance shook his head.
She sighed and turned away from him. He noticed the tears and almost reached out to
touch her, but stopped himself. Behind him, the squad car still hummed with radio chatter and
hisses of static.
“He didn’t go at all,” Terrance said.
She wiped her eyes and stared at him. “What do you mean?”
“I mean I didn’t call them. I went by myself.”
She stood looking at him, and the streetlamps that lined the gravel road flickered on.
“So he’s not in jail?”
He shook his head.
“Thank you.”
Terrance nodded. She seemed so calm already, as if it wasn’t just a moment ago that her
son was returned to her. He glanced at the door to the trailer. After the adrenaline from the
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struggle at Arthur’s house, Terrance had enjoyed his time with Chris. Had enjoyed their dinner
and their conversation about science. He’d enjoyed the boy’s expression as they raced down the
abandoned streets in the squad car with the lights flashing
“I’m glad he’s back home,” He said, and she turned back to the house and waved at Chris
in the window.
“What made you do what I asked?”
“I thought about what happened out on the mountain.”
She turned back to him.
“My boy is nothing like the kid they found up there. He’s only a child.”
“I know, and I know that Michael was older. But this felt like something I could help
with. You have a bright boy, and I enjoyed spending time with him.”
She leaned against the door and fell silent. From here they couldn’t see Sugarloaf, or any
of the water. They couldn’t see town, and if there were reporters, they couldn’t see those either.
He had no illusions about the quality of life here in the trailer park, on the edge of a small town
with very little money to begin with. It had it’s own quiet, and it’s own stability that the rest of
the town didn’t. Lorraine tapped on the metal of the car.
“Have you been to the other towns that border the lake?” she said. Her voice somehow
didn’t break the silence, but added to it, drawing them closer.
“Sure,” Terrance said. “Some of them.”
“I never thought about them until a few months ago. The lake is not that large, but it’s big
enough that I can’t see the other side, and I never thought there might be people living there. It
just looked like trees from here.”
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She turned to look at him. She seemed expectant, as if he should have some sort of
response, and he gathered his nerves.
“I found the boy. The one on the mountain.”
Lorraine stared at him. She shook her head.
Terrance looked at the ground. He imagined Chris inside watching television or playing
his video games—anything to distract himself from what he’d witnessed up in Batesville when a
cop came to visit and left his father vomiting in the hallway. Terrance thought about the
mountain. He thought about Terri, and the funeral.
Lorraine ran her hands through her hair, and looked back at the trailer. “Oh, God.”
“I was the only one who thought to look out there,” he said. “Everyone back at the
department spent their time scanning the woods. They figured he just got lost. You know how
expansive all this is. It goes on for miles of just flat land covered in trees. It was either that or he
drove away, ran off somewhere with someone else. It all made sense, but I kept thinking about
the mountain. I knew I’d find him up there.”
Lorraine slid closer and touched his arm.
“I’m sorry.”
“When the story broke, they called in everyone they could and they took the case from
me. They had to; of course, I’m not a detective. When something gets this much attention they
bring in the state. After I radioed in the body, I stood there with him as the sun rose.”
“I’m sorry,” Lorraine said.
“I don’t know why I told you all that, but that’s why I got your son back myself. Chris
and Michael might be different. The circumstances might be different, but I’m tired of leaving it
to someone else. Please don’t tell anyone about it. What I did is illegal. If Arthur calls, if he

139

bothers you or threatens you, call me first.” Terrance pulled an old business card from his wallet.
It wasn’t one of his own, but the card of a mechanic he’d taken his truck to a few years back. The
card had sat in his wallet with a stack of other cards. He didn’t know why he kept them. He
flipped the card over and with a pen wrote his number down. He handed the card to Lorraine,
and she turned it over in her hands. The old man on the porch stood and went inside as the first
crickets buzzed. Lorraine looked at the trailer. The flickering light of the television played in the
windows.
“Enjoy what you have, and keep it safe, Ms. Reagan.”
He opened the door of the squad car, and watched as she walked up the steps of the
trailer. The dust churned red in his taillights behind him as he drove toward home.
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